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ABSTRACT
This study explored the lived experiences of five Black women Vice Presidents of Student
Affairs (VPSAs) at community colleges through narrative inquiry to get a better understanding
of the strategies Black women deploy to be successful as well as the challenges and barriers they
must navigate. Data was analyzed from a purposeful sample of five Black women VPSAs to get
a better understanding of the experiences of Black women executive leaders in higher education.
Participants shared many similarities in their educational and professional backgrounds in higher
education by their experiences with leading and developing essential areas in student affairs.
Findings include five themes that emerged from the data. Those themes highlight the participants
description and recounting of their journey to the VPSA role, barriers and stereotypes they faced
such as lack of mentors, having their legitimacy questioned, degree envy, wrestling with duality,
leadership and supervision challenges, and feelings of being unappreciated. The implication of
this study encourages institutions to create pathway programs to executive leadership for Black
women that include mentoring and executive coaching as well as revise and review the
recruiting, hiring, and retention of Black women in administrative roles.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Black women have had to navigate the intersection of both race and gender as they aspire
to leadership roles in higher education administration. The term intersectionality referenced the
critical insight that race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, ability, and age operate not as
unitary, mutually exclusive entities but as reciprocally constructing phenomena (Collins, 2015).
As a nation, our history has demonstrated that racism and sexism exist in every sector of society.
Higher education is not exempt. According to the National Association of Student Personnel
Administrators (2014), Black women accounted for 18% of those serving as Vice President of
Student Affairs at two-year institutions, while White women represented more than half at 72%.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2021) for the 2018-2019 academic
year, Black female students only accounted for 668,690 of the total population of community
college students, which is only 8.15%.
Over the years, Black women have made considerable strides to upper-level
administrative roles, but the fight for equity remains. The American Council on Education’s
report, The American College President Study (2017), conveyed that Black women only held 9%
of leadership positions in the American higher education system. As reported by the American
Association of Community Colleges, Black women overwhelmingly represented in leadership
positions in community colleges (2020). The American Association of Community Colleges
(2020) stated that Black women represent 76% in business and financial operations, 64% in
management, 69% in student and academic and other education services.
Despite the high percentages in staff roles, representation of women in administrative
ranks is still not proportionate to their presence as students in the classroom or the community
college faculty ranks (Amey & VanDerLinden, 2002). There is power in having visible
1

representation of Black women at the helm of institutions of higher education. Being a woman or
a woman of color in a leadership position, if accompanied by support and a level of power, may
also convey a sense of possibilities for others (Alcalde & Subramaniam, 2020). As such, many
educational governing bodies have called on higher learning institutions to employ faculty and
staff that reflect their diverse student bodies, calling on institutions to hire minority candidates
for executive-level roles, such as the Vice President of Student Affairs. Hughes and HowardHamilton (2003) postulated the vitality for institutions to recruit and retain a critical mass of
Black females on college campuses to aid in the retention and success of Black female students,
faculty, and staff. Jackson (2001) argued that the presence of Black administrators at colleges
and universities provides a sense of comfort among Black students who sometimes struggle
feeling welcomed.
Excluding women from top leadership positions denied them the agency to make a
difference in their workplaces and societies (Alcalde & Subramaniam, 2020). The literature is
limited in identifying the tools and strategies deployed by institutions of higher education as it
relates to hiring women of color to leadership positions and the challenges they face based on
institution-type, specifically at the community college administrative level. For example, there is
limited research on the barriers Black women face as community college administrators and the
pathways they take to the Vice President of Student Affairs role. Despite challenges, the future
of Black women climbing to the top ranks of executive leadership looks promising regardless of
the tools needed to make the journey often being allusive to them.
The present study seeks to address the gaps in the literature that highlight barriers Black
women face as Vice President of Student Affairs at community colleges and the strategies they
deploy to overcome those barriers. The research will add to the literature that addresses barriers
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that need to be overcome to equip aspiring Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community
colleges and to address how community colleges can address the barriers Black women face on
the road to senior leadership.
Statement of Problem
Women of color have had limited success in rising to leadership positions in community
colleges (Gillett, 2017). The College and University Professional Association-Human Resources
Administrators in Higher Education Annual Report (Pritchard et al., 2020) indicated that women
are better represented in lower-level, lower-paying administrative positions than in top executive
positions, and racial/ethnic minorities account for most lower-level administrative jobs. In roles
such as Vice President of Student Affairs and President, women held less than 40% of these
positions, and the number was even smaller for Black women (Whitford, 2020). It is imperative
to review the representation of Black women, or lack thereof, at the executive level because it is
well known that these roles are responsible for transformative changes that only top-level
leadership can initiate. Black women can encourage change by representing diversity in thought
and experience that can ultimately lead to change that is transformative, but inclusive as well. In
addition, Black women are represented at the executive-level in community colleges; however,
there is limited research on the strategies and pathways to leadership and the executive role.
Additionally, the cloak of senior leadership has not provided any protection from
institutional obstruction. Even in top posts, women continue to face challenges within
institutional structures, systems, and mindsets that require transformative change (Alcalde &
Subramaniam, 2020). Research needs to expand on how Black women navigate barriers such as
racism, sexism, tokenism, and imposter syndrome while serving in a senior leadership role at a
community college. In addition, institution type can introduce different types of barriers to Black
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women. With the growing number of Black women entering community colleges, both as
students and professionals, it is essential to expand the research on Black women administrators'
experiences as they rise to senior leadership roles.
The limited literature on Black women's experiences mostly highlights women who serve
as faculty and their uphill battle with race and gender. Croom and Patton (2012) noted that little
is written about Black women leaders in academia. What is written about Black women
primarily focused on the "early stages of their faculty career and tenure and promotion or
advanced levels of their career ascendency” (Croom & Patton, 2012, p. 17). Such research
neglects the experiences of Black women fulfilling administrative roles in student affairs (West,
2020). Research on race, ethnicity, and gender related to Black women at the community college
level is even less common. Yakaboski and Donahoo (2011) stated many of these works provide a
general overview of women of color working in higher education administration but do not focus
specifically on administrators at community college. Moreover, most of the existing research
fails to examine the intersection of race and gender among Black community college
administrators.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of Black Women Vice
Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges through narrative inquiry. This qualitative
study aims to understand the strategies Black women deploy to succeed, and the challenges and
barriers they must navigate. A secondary purpose is to investigate how the intersection of race
and gender impact and shape lived experiences. With this purpose in mind, four research
questions were pursued . This research will add to the limited body of literature about Black
women at the executive level serving at community colleges.
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The following questions guide this study:
1. How do Black women VPSAs describe their professional journey to senior leadership?
2. What barriers do Black women VPSAs encounter during their rise to senior leadership?
3. What strategies do Black women VPSAs deploy to remain persistent as they ascended to
senior leadership?
4. What advice would Black women VPSAs give to other Black women aspiring VPSAs at
the community college level?
General Methodology
Qualitative research, both exploratory and descriptive, focuses on studying social
phenomena and giving voice to the participants’ feelings and perceptions under the study
(Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010). Qualitative research also involves capturing the human
experience and providing a setting that encourages sharing the experiences and reflecting on the
obstacles, victories, and strategies developed to succeed in the field (Williams-Bruce, 2013).
The participants of this study are Black women who fill the roles of Vice President of
Student Affairs at community colleges. The method of data collection are interviews that include
the sharing of stories relating to the challenges and barriers they face as senior-level
administrators, the strategies they deployed to navigate their identity as both a woman and Black,
and advice they would offer to other Black women who wish to ascend to the role of Vice
President. As a result, the qualitative narrative inquiry design is best suited for this study to
extensively explore their experiences and obtain a more robust comprehension of their
perspectives.
Narrative inquiry, a qualitative methodological approach, is used by a researcher to
gather stories to study the impact of experiences (Clandinin, 2007) and allows participants to
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share their stories. Narrative inquiry researchers are typically more interested in the continuum of
experiences and telling the story of the way participants make meaning of their experiences
(Clandinin, 2007) and uses stories as data (Savin-Baden & Niekerek, 2007). Additionally, the
narrative inquiry methodology allows the researcher to acknowledge the mutual construction of
the research relationship because both the researcher and participant have a voice to tell their
stories (Savin-Baden & Niekerek, 2007). The narrative inquiry research design, through
storytelling, will elevate the marginalized voices of Black women community college
administrators.
Data collection using semi-structured interviews serve as a guide for one-on-one
interviews. The guided semi-structured interviews provide intersections of personal narratives in
a way of making meaning (Glesne, 2006). Within semi-structured interviews, the open-ended
questions provide opportunities for participants to share their stories in their own words. Each
participant’s subjective experiences is incorporated into a narrative by using their own language,
enabling their story to be communicated in an authentic and descriptive manner (Auerbach &
Silverstein, 2003). From the narratives, core themes and patterns emerge related to the research
questions, which provide further insight on the participants’ perspective. The sorting and coding
of data guided by research questions, describe the participants’ reflections, conversations and
patterns that emerged (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003). Themes give insight into the research questions.
Include with data collection was a Participant Information Form that asks for demographic
information such as age, education level, and years of employment in student affairs.
Subjectivity Statement
As a Black woman administrator at a community college at the start of the research, I had
a front seat to the barriers, challenges, and lack of representation of Black women at the
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executive-level. At times, as the only Black woman Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs,
I felt lonely, isolated, and because there were only two other Black women in the entire
community college system, who were at the executive-level, opportunities for mentoring did not
exist. I aspired to move up but did not know what skills were important and how to gain more
experience in areas I may have lacked. Additionally, I witnessed Black women who were more
than qualified to be leaders be passed over and not provided the opportunity to even interview.

Significance of Study
This study is intended to uncover the barriers and challenges Black women Vice
Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges face and the strategies they deploy to
navigate leadership. Research on Black women administrators at the community college level is
limited. This study contributes to the existing body of research by providing information that can
assist other Black women in creating their pathway to the Vice President of Student Affairs role
at a community college. Moreover, this study can provide insight for community colleges to
create a supportive work environment that is open to the professional development of Black
woman interested in leadership. Furthermore, community college employers can utilize this
study for the recruiting and retaining of Black women in the senior student affairs role.
Delimitations
This study is limited to Black women employed at community colleges serving as Vice
President of Student Affairs. The participants may not fully represent the needs, experiences, and
norms of all women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs. A larger group representative of women
from all college areas, not just student affairs, (i.e., academic areas, faculty) could yield more
insight into the barriers, challenges, and strategies women utilize. Women of other races and men
have been excluded from this study to help raise Black women's voices in the literature.
7

Moreover, the study focused on community colleges to raise awareness about the unique
experience that Black women can have based on institution type. This study will only focus on
the experiences of Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges thus
excluding the experiences of those employed at other institution types.
Limitations
For this study, the following limitations are identified and discussed. The study sample is
small and only focuses on Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community
colleges. Generalizations that all Black women have similar experiences should not be made.
The snowballing technique was used to acquire the five participants recruited from the
researcher's network. Although this technique is ideal for a study that focuses on a specific and
relatively small population that is hard to find, the researcher still has minimal control over the
sampling method that could limit the sample size selection.
Definitions
Throughout this study, the following terms are significant and are utilized frequently.
These terms are defined below:
Black- A person in the United States having origins in any of the Black racial groups of
Africa (United States Census Bureau, 2020).
Barriers- Reasons women are not in college and university administration in higher
numbers, based on factors such as gender, race, sex discrimination, and stereotypic attitudes
(Shakeshaft, 1989).
Community college- Two-year public higher education institutions that are regionally
accredited. Community colleges have an open-door admissions policy and offer a wide range of
educational opportunities (Vaughn, 2006).
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Intersectionality- Crenshaw (1989, 1991) theorizes that women of color’s intersectional
experiences are greater than the sum of racism and sexism and suggests there is a lack of will in
challenging the unique oppressions, subordination and marginalization experienced by women of
color. Crenshaw also refers to structural intersectionality that includes ways policies and
practices of an institution target the experiences of women of color differently than those in a
dominant group. Crenshaw asserted that intersectionality must be considered in any analysis to
sufficiently address the particular manner Black women are subordinated.
Senior/executive-level administration/leadership- Official responsible for the full range
of student services, including testing, placement, and counseling (Amey & VanDerLinden,
2002).
Vice President of Student Affairs- A Vice President of Student Affairs (VPSA), also
referred to as a Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO), is an individual who oversees the
Division of Student Affairs at a higher education institution. A VPSA's duties and
responsibilities typically include administrative tasks, personnel management, direct interaction
with students, strategic planning, crisis management, finance, and public relations (Sponsler &
Wesaw, 2014). These duties and responsibilities and the functional areas overseen may vary
depending on institutional type. The structure of student affairs divisions and the functional areas
that are managed by VPSAs differ from institution to institution; functional areas could include
the following: (a) campus activities, (b) student conduct, (c) counseling services, (d) residential
housing, (e) multicultural services, (f) commuter student services, (g) Lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, and queer student services (LGBTQ), (h) admissions (i) financial aid, (j) academic
advising, and (k) athletics (Sponsler & Wesaw, 2014).
Woman- An adult female person (Merriam-Webster).
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Summary
This study is organized into five chapters and introduces the study. Chapter 1 has
provided the groundwork and justification for the need to provide more research on Black
women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges and the barriers and challenges
they face and the strategies they deploy to combat obstacles. Chapter 2 is a review of literature
that illustrates the theoretical backgrounds, framework, and pertinent information related to
Black women in leadership in higher education. Chapter 3 provides an explanation of the
methodology, and the results from the data analyses are described in Chapter 4. Last, Chapter 5
indicates the findings, implications, and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
This study examines the lived experiences of Black women Vice Presidents of Student
Affairs within community colleges. The study analyzes Black women’s strategies to succeed and
the challenges and barriers they must navigate. This study will also investigate how the
intersection of race and gender impact and shape their lived experiences. It is essential to look at
Black women in administrative positions at community colleges due to the increasing enrollment
of Black women students; executive leadership should be a reflection of the students served.
Although many Black women are in mid-level positions at community colleges and strive for
upper-level administrative roles, many do not advance because the pathway to those positions is
unclear.
The literature presented in this review provides a foundation for this study. This chapter
includes literature about the history of community colleges and Black women trailblazers who
have paved the way for the role of Vice President of Student Affairs. Further, a literature review
is presented related to Black women's barriers and the theoretical framework related to Black
women in the Vice President of Student Affairs position.
History of Community Colleges
Overview of Community Colleges
Community colleges gave access and opportunities to working-class Americans.
Gollattscheck et al. (1994) noted that “the community college movement is the most critical
higher education innovation of the 20th century” (p. 1). There is a community college in almost
every congressional district. Early on, the emphasis for community colleges was adding two
years to the high school program or providing the first two years of college. Furthermore, the
creation of community colleges had a two-fold mission. Community colleges could serve
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students who were not academically equipped to attend a four-year university but still needed
education, and they could provide additional support in giving students who had intentions to
transfer to universities with a liberal arts education that was local and close to home (Ricketts,
2009). At their inception and even currently, community colleges do not mirror four-year
institutions in all aspects. With an open-access mission, community colleges provide access and
opportunity to students who may not otherwise receive an opportunity to earn a degree or
certificate. “While universities fought to remain exclusive, community colleges measured their
success by being inclusive” (Gollattscheck et al., 1994, p. 3). Community colleges opened doors
to everyday, working-class Americans and built their curriculum around the nation's changing
workforce. The 20th century in the United States called for more college graduates when more
than three-quarters of high school graduates decided to forego college due to being reluctant to
leave home (American Association of Community Colleges, 2017). During this time, high
schools expanded rapidly and looked for innovative ways to serve the local community and
increase the workforce (American Association of Community Colleges, 2017). However, the
growth of community colleges was relatively slow during the early years of the twentieth
century. By 1910, there were only three public junior colleges and by 1914, there were 14 public
junior colleges and 32 private junior colleges (Drury, 2003).
The birthplace of community colleges occurred at the University of Chicago with
William Rainey Harper, the University's first president. He founded the University of Chicago
with the financial support of his friend John D. Rockefeller. Although Harper was the first to put
his ideas into action and gain momentum by separating the first two years of college, others
before him, such as Henry Tappan at the University of Michigan and William Folwell at the
University of Minnesota, attempted to create a similar model but were not successful. According
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to Ratcliff (1994), leaders of the community college movement “sought to differentiate
university and collegiate grades of work” (p. 7). These academic elitists viewed higher education
as a place of research, scholarship, and specialization where there was not a place for everyone.
The intent for university-level education was to develop new knowledge and advance research,
while the purpose of collegiate work was to provide a breadth of education in the arts and
sciences and teach students how to become critical thinkers (Ratcliff, 1994).
One motive that fueled the need for more community colleges was that America needed
an employable and educated workforce. Additionally, the average age of American adolescents
had been extended, and lastly, community colleges provided access and opportunity to education
for all Americans (Cohen, 1995). This increased access to education for every day, blue-collar
American families. The creation of the community colleges also helped build civic pride and
helped citizens have a sense of belonging and ownership in their local communities (Cohen,
1995). The University of Chicago (n.d.) shared the history of Harper’s leadership:
Under Harper's plan, the University of Chicago would include an undergraduate college,
but senior professors would be freed from heavy teaching loads in order to pursue
research. In addition, Harper projected extension work and a university press as key
elements of the University. The adult education programs he had developed as an adjunct
to his teaching would be given full status within the University's curriculum. (para. 9)
Harper's plan for revolutionizing higher education took on a three-phased approach. First,
“in addition to dividing the freshman and sophomore years, Harper aimed to create free-standing
junior colleges that would be affiliates of universities allowing universities to focus on research
and leaving general education to junior colleges” (Gollattscheck et al., 1994, p. 15). Harper also
developed a national plan for a system of junior colleges and then challenged small liberal
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institutions that were struggling to keep their doors open to transform into junior colleges. Lastly,
Harper's strategy was to develop high schools into junior colleges by extending high schools by
two more years. Harper encouraged the creation of affiliate universities to high schools creating
a six-year high school experience, and then the universities would serve as the accrediting body
for these high schools (Gollattscheck et al., 1994). The first six-year high school started in 1901
in Joliet, Illinois, at Joliet High School.
In the beginning, most community colleges offered liberal arts courses, and very few had
vocational or technical training as we call it today. Then, in 1920 the American Association of
Junior Colleges (AAJC) was founded. The American Association of Junior Colleges, now called
the American Association of Community Colleges, was founded by Philander Claxton, United
States Commissioner of Education, and George Zook, a higher education specialist. They
brought together 34 junior college representatives in St. Louis, Missouri (Laden, n.d.). The early
years of the association brought vast differences between those members favoring transfer
programs and those promoting vocational training; however, the biggest problems facing junior
colleges in the early 1920s were those of image recognition, lack of respect from senior colleges
and universities, and reconciliation of vision among members (Laden, n.d.). Additionally,
Leonard Koos and Walter Eells were early leaders who were very innovative and strategic in
their thinking and developed their vision for community colleges. Both developed successful
strategies to sell the concepts of terminal vocational education to academically oriented juniorcollege administrators, faculty, and students. These strategies included the promotion of
intelligence testing and guidance counseling as a means of channeling students into vocational
training programs, or as Koos labeled it "semi-professional training." Koos also was among the
first to promote the use of standard aptitude tests as a means of tracking students into vocational
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training. Of course, this vocation training is terminal education, whereby students would
essentially terminate their studies upon completion of the two-year program (Drury, 2003).
Community colleges saw their first surge of enrollment during The Great Depression.
“The rise in enrollment resulted from more high school graduates and young adults not finding
employment” (Drury, 2003, p.5). Another time of exponential growth from community colleges
was after World War II due to an influx of returning veterans and the G.I. Bill (Geiger, 2011).
Finally, community colleges saw rapid growth again in the 1970s. Drury (2003) stated that
enrollment went from 1.6 million to 4.5 million in 1980. Community colleges during this time
became more focused on vocational education, and as a result, transfer-oriented student
enrollment declined (Drury, 2003). The 1980s continued focusing on vocational education, and
the colleges that led the way were heavily based on vocational education (Brint & Karabel,
1989). Cohen and Kisker (2010) stated:
The curriculum was vocational because students were seen as consumers, education was
considered a commodity and institutions were competing for enrollment, the public was
accepting the idea of human capital formation through education, and colleges were
attempting to enhance local economy by providing skilled workers. (p. 241)
Community colleges have certainly evolved from their inception to their current state.
Open access institutions created diverse institutions. Laden (2003) stated:
The AACC has gone from representing 34 institutions to nearly 1,200 public and
independent, comprehensive, and technical institutions in the twenty-first century. These
institutions promote educational opportunity and access to college; offer lower,
affordable tuition; and provide varied curricula for students of all ages. (para.8)
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Community colleges also provide professional academic and career guidance, a range of
financial assistance, and many educational and student support services attractive to adult
learners, working professionals, or students who may be returning to higher education (Laden,
2003).
Women Administrators at Community Colleges
Higher education would not be what it is today without the contributions made by
women. The under-representation of women at the helm of leadership at higher education
institutions has been an issue before Title IX mandates in 1972 (Opp & Goretti, 2002).
According to the College and University Professional Association for Human Resources (2021),
Blacks account for only 7.46% of Chief Student Affairs Officers at community colleges. Even
though women have successfully climbed the ranks, the pace has still not been fast enough to
catch up with their peers.
The literature and research on women in higher education are growing; however, very
little research focuses on Black women’s pathways to administrative roles at community
colleges, specifically the Vice President of Student Affairs position. Much of the research on
women at community colleges focus on the students or faculty. Joseph (2020) studied the lived
experiences of 17 Black women in mid-level positions at community colleges through semistructured interviews. Joseph (2020) found that the participants were navigating institutional
climates where they were the burden bearers, experienced micro-aggressions and encountered
the detrimental effects of White privilege. In another study, Banner (2003) focused on Black
women at 2-year institutions in South Carolina and their personal and professional experiences
that propelled them towards leadership or set up barriers to their advancement. Banner (2003)
surveyed 88 women, conducted in-depth interviews with 5, and found that women identified race
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and gender, unsupportive work environments, and limited promotion opportunities as barriers to
their success.
Community colleges are often viewed as friendlier and more open to women's career
pathways (Townsend & Twombly, 2006), especially since these institutions have double the
number of women leading them compared to doctoral-granting institutions and more overall than
any other institutional type (American Council on Education (ACE), 2007). When compared to
four-year higher education institutions, community colleges enroll and employ a higher quantity
of women. However, there is an apparent underrepresentation of women in senior-level
administrative roles within community colleges (Vanderlinden, 2004). Since community colleges
have historically been a place where support for women was championed, and leadership
opportunities existed, this presents a unique problem. In addition, while women continue to
attain more excellent representation within community colleges compared to other institutions,
the pace at which they do so is much slower than their male peers (Eddy, 2008).
Black women in community college administrative roles tend to be employed as midmanagers or lower levels and often find it difficult to progress from those lower-level positions
to positions that are considered to be senior-level (Ramsey, 2017). This outcome results in Black
women less frequently obtaining positions of leadership when compared to their White
counterparts.
One way to increase the number of Black women in the Vice President of Student Affairs
role at community colleges is to increase representation at the executive level. In addition, higher
education institutions should recruit and retain women, especially Black women into senior-level
ranks at the academy (Alexander-Lee, 2014).
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Black Women in Student Affairs
Black women have taken an active role in making American higher education an
equitable space. The lack of access to education that plagued the lives of Blacks during the midto-late 1800s provided the catalyst by which Black women were able to secure teaching and
leadership positions (Williams, 2005). Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs)
made it easier for Black women to secure teaching positions, but the road to administrative roles
was a bit farther away. Despite the tremendous challenges faced by pioneering Black women
faculty, these women demonstrated a commitment to student development, which was evident by
their efforts to connect the college experiences of their students with the communities in which
they lived (Evans & Chun, 2007). Black women continued their advocacy to play an integral role
in developing the student affairs profession (West, 2020). An example of their efforts came to
fruition in 1954 when the National Association of Personnel Workers (NAPW) was birthed out
of a merger between the National Association of Deans of Women and Advisors of Girls in
Colored Schools (DOWA) and the National Association of Personnel Deans of Men at Negro
Educational Institutions (DOMA; Belk, 2006, as cited in West, 2020). Today, NAPW is known
as the National Association of Student Affairs Administrators (NASAP), whose mission is to
“promote professional development training, research, and advocacy for student affairs
professionals and student leaders who serve at Historically Black Colleges and Universities
(HBCUs) and those professionals who serve in other diverse settings of higher education”
(National Association of Student Affairs Professionals, 2017, para. 2).
Black Women Administrators at Community Colleges
Currently, research excludes the experiences of Black women administrators at
community colleges. Most of the literature focuses on Black women who are faculty, and even

18

then, the research focuses on their experiences at four-year institutions. Black women who make
it to the upper ranks of senior leadership at community colleges still face challenges and barriers.
Bright (2010) conducted a study with 14 Black women administrators who held senior leadership
titles such as Vice President or Dean. The women in the study by Bright (2010) shared that even
though they are senior level, they are often the first, the only, and the lonely. Additionally, the
research also uncovered that the women constantly felt they struggled for legitimacy and that the
unwritten rules and double standards are exhausting and belabor their career aspirations.
Banner (2003) conducted a study on the pathways to leadership for Black women
administrators at public two-year colleges in South Carolina and discovered they identified
inhibitors to their success as race/gender, toxic work environments, and limited opportunities for
advancement. Similarly, Chock (2007) studied the experiences of three women who served as
senior-level community college administrators using a series of in-depth interviews and found
the women identified tokenism, the glass ceiling, feelings of isolation, and family responsibility
and isolation as barriers to their advancement.
This section will highlight the skills Black women need to be successful administrators
and the contributions and accomplishments of two Black women who set the stage for Black
women to serve as administrators in higher education. In addition, the foundation created by
these women laid the groundwork for the role of Vice President of Student Affairs.
Essential Skills for Black Women Administrators
Sam (2020) conducted a study of Black women administrators at public 4-year
institutions and community college utilizing narrative inquiry method to give voice to the lived
experiences, behaviors and skills that resulted in their successes. The participants identified nine
attitudes/mindsets that aided in their success: authenticity, bottom to top leadership, God’s
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calling, evolvement of leadership views, being proactive versus reactive, supervision is coaching,
titles do not mean anything, too much sauce, and type A personality. Dawkins and McClinton
(2012) identified eight skills that Black women need at varying levels of their careers. Those
skills are knowledge of organizational culture/behavior, communication skills, leadership skills,
presentation skills, counseling skills, personal management skills, problem-solving skills, and
vision/strategic planning skills (Dawkins & McClinton, 2012). Similarly, Alfred (2001)
identified several survival strategies Black women could deploy to aid in their success in higher
education. These strategies resulted from the research Alfred (2001) conducted with five tenured
Black women. Although these strategies and analyses are geared towards the faculty experience,
the strategies apply to Black women administrators in student affairs at community colleges.
Those strategies included reject negative marginality and capitalize from the “outsider within”
experience, find a safe place and support network, and be fully knowledgeable of role
expectations (Alfred, 2001).
Barriers for Black Women Administrators
Bower (1996) stated the Black female administrator in the community college could be
compared to an endangered species. Black women administrators face barriers such as racism,
sexism, responsibilities of other mothering, fighting against the unwritten rules of higher
education, and lack of a network as they aspire to executive-level leadership. Mosley (1980)
stated:
In white academia…Black women administrators are, for the most part, invisible beings.
Their status in higher education is a reflection of their status on the national scene, at the
bottom. They are isolated and their academic opportunities are limited by barriers that
have nothing to do with their preparation, qualifications, or competency. They have no
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models, no mentors, and little psychological support. There is no one with whom they
share experiences or with whom to identify. The Black female administrator must create
herself without model or precedent. She is an alien is a promised land, obscure,
unwelcome, and unwanted. (p. 306)
Barriers such as racism, sexism, and navigating intersectionality often make it hard or impossible
for Black women administrators to climb the Ivory Tower. In addition, the environment at many
colleges and universities can be counterproductive to the success of Black women.
Double Minority: Racism and Sexism
The double minority status that Black women hold creates unique challenges and
obstacles that they must learn to successfully navigate if they plan to ascend to executive
leadership ranks in higher education. Identifying as both a woman and an Black has made the
path to executive leadership arduous and strenuous. Although Black women have access and
opportunities, the gate seems to be closed for executive leadership (Johnson, 2006). There must
be a firm understanding of how race and gender intersect and the impact on Black women who
aspire to be executive leaders. Rooted in Black feminist scholarship, intersectionality aims to
understand how multiple social identities intersect at the “micro-level of individual experience to
reflect interlocking systems of privilege and oppression at the macro social-structural level”
(Bowleg, 2012, p. 1268). Intersectionality calls us to acknowledge the historical, social, and
political contexts and addresses the inequalities that structure the relative positions of women
(Symington, 2004). Houston (2000) expounds on how race and gender intersect:
While Black women’s experiences of womanhood may overlap with those of both White
women and other women of color, they will also differ from them in important ways; and
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their experience of Blackness may overlap with those of Black men, but will significantly
differ from them as well. (p. 157)
Although there are some commonalities between racism and sexism, they also take on very
different forms. Most often, Black women are experiencing both simultaneously, and most Black
women cannot distinguish between racism and sexism (Hinton & Patitu, 2003). Miller and
Vaughn (1997) argued, “the twin disguise of racism and sexism still impose great restraints on
the utilization of the competence and talents of Black women at both predominantly black and
predominantly white institutions” (p. 179).
Carli and Eagly (2007) stated that it is clear women of color who have careers in
organizations that white men dominate can face the dual challenges of racism and sexism. For
example, in a survey administered by Carli and Eagly (2007), Black women managers, compared
with their white counterparts, reported more challenges to their authority by their supervisors,
subordinates, and peers. Historically, Black women in leadership positions have been excluded,
discredited, oppressed, omitted, and devalued throughout the business industry (Collins, 2000).
The literature also leaves unanswered questions regarding which barrier hinders Black
women's success, race, or gender. For example, a study by Hinton (2001), in an interview with
five middle and senior level Black women in administrative roles at five different institution
types found that for these women, race was more salient in their efforts to retain their positions
and seek promotion. Miller and Mitchell (2011) interviewed 14 women of color currently or
previously employed in an academic institution as faculty members. They identified four
Unwritten Rules of the Academy. Unwritten Rule #1 states that you are assumed to be
incompetent until you prove competent (Miller & Mitchell, 2011). Questioning competence and
capability can serve as a barrier to leadership. However, members of the majority population are

22

assumed competent until they give others reason to reconsider (Miller & Mitchell, 2011). Collins
(1991) highlighted the limited and damaging “controlling images” ingrained in popular culture,
impacting how others view Black women both independently and as a group, regardless of their
behavior and professional accomplishments.
Another study by Mosley (1980) surveyed 108 Black women higher education
administrators to understand their personal and status information, institutional information, and
personal attitudes and opinions. In the survey findings, 48% of participants identified the most
predominant reason as a hindrance to their achievement as societal and institutional racism
(Mosley, 1980). Additionally, Mosley found that even when Blacks obtain a leadership role, they
have little to no governance over the budget for the areas of responsibility and have to navigate
challenges to get pertinent information that would aid them in doing so their job more
effectively.
Ramsundar (2006), in an ethnographic case study, examined the leadership styles of
Black women with executive-level positions such as the role of Dean of Students. In this study,
Ramsundar (2006) interviewed eight women who ranged from the President to the Dean of
Students. These women identified their gender as a significant barrier to success and leadership
(Ramsundar, 2006). Furthermore, because gender was the most significant barrier identified by
the participants, they also noted the scarcity of Black executive administrators to serve as
mentors and role models (Ramsundar, 2006).
The Glass Ceiling, Concrete Ceiling, and Glass Cliff
The term glass ceiling was initially introduced by diversity educator and advocate
Marilyn Loden in a speech given in 1978 (Loden, 2021). The glass ceiling is a metaphor for the
invisible and artificial barriers that block women and minorities from advancing up the corporate
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ladder to management and executive positions (Johns, 2013). These particular barriers involve
several issues that evolve into discriminatory practices, whether intentionally or subconsciously
(Jackson & O'Callaghan, 2009).
Dolan (2006) surmised that the glass ceiling for women is thicker for minority women.
Dolan’s (2006) interviewed 500 women that ranged from community college presidents to
administrators. Dolan found that all these women, irrespective of their roles or years of service,
believed that career development were nonexistent, and there were no formal practices to help
women chart their path.
Organizational barriers identified by Quinta et al. (1998, p. 217) help create the glass
ceiling many Black women experience. In their study conducted through workshops with 90
university employees, they found that these barriers are the power within the system, faulty
hiring and promotion practices, lack of professional development, tracking women in
stereotypical areas, lack of available information, attitudes toward and stereotypes of
administrators, perceptions of peers and administrators, family issues, and the "old boy network."
These barriers lend to thickening the glass wall that many Black women administrators
experience on their journey to Vice President of Student Affairs. These barriers represent the
systematic transformation that needs to occur for Black women to be given the same leadership
opportunity.
The concrete ceiling is a term used to describe the barriers women of color have to
navigate due to the double minority status of race and gender (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010).
The concrete ceiling does not offer any visibility to pathways to leadership for women of color.
However, the opportunities for advancement and leadership are present, but lack of mentors,
incentives, direction and motivation hinder upward trajectory (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010).
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In addition, the term labyrinth (Carli & Eagly, 2007; Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010) describes
the maze and difficult navigation, whether the ceiling is concrete or glass, that women of color
often experience on their leadership journey.
If women of color can successfully navigate the glass ceiling and the concrete ceiling,
they may experience the glass cliff. The ascension to senior leadership does not mean an end to
barriers. Often, primarily for Black women leaders, they are assigned insurmountable tasks,
highly visible, with limited resources to help address problems that existed before they took the
helms of leadership (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). The glass cliff is the professional kiss of
death. Often Black women will be assigned blame and responsibility and not given the same
support as their counterparts to address institutional issues. Davis and Maldonado (2015)
conducted a qualitative phenomenological study to investigate how race and gender impact the
lived experiences of Black women in the academy and their leadership development. One of the
themes identified in the study found that Blacks noted being sponsored or mentored by
unexpected leaders. The participants in the study indicated that the mentor/sponsorship
opportunities they experienced were from White men, and it was due to their prevalence and
access to executive-level positions.
The Strong Black Woman, The Mammy, and the Sapphire
Black women face many stereotypes in society. These stereotypes lead to bias and
ultimately hinder Black women from moving up the leadership ranks or being successful if they
are fortunate enough to secure a leadership role. Bradley (2005) speculated that issues
encompassing the negative perception of Black women faculty and administrators are entrenched
in pervasive and persistent cultural stereotypes. For example, the Mammy stereotype paints
Black women as submissive and subservient (Bryant et al., 2005). This stereotype is harmful to
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Black women's upward mobility and trajectory because it negatively supports higher education’s
expectation of other mothering responsibilities and being a supportive colleague at the expense
of a Black women’s career goals.
The Strong Black Woman complex, as described by Black women in interviews, means
that Black women should at all costs remain strong and resilient even in the face of extreme pain,
hardships, and anxieties (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007). The title of Strong Black Woman is
assigned to Black women as a badge of honor with total neglect as to the mental, emotional, and
psychological harm this title causes Black women. In higher education, the Strong Black woman
complex manifests itself in Black women taking on additional roles and responsibilities without
compensation, other mothering, not highlighting their achievements, and allowing others to take
credit for their work. Haynes (2019) asserted that the Strong Black Woman stereotype makes
light of the experiences of Black women and holds Black women to a standard that is unfair and
not realistic. The extra labor coupled with the idea that Black women can do everything with
little or no support fuels the Strong Black Woman complex prescribed to Black women in
leadership. Additionally, Haynes (2019) asserted that the Strong Black Woman stereotype
hinders the professional growth of Black and causes harm to their physical and mental health.
For example, Mitchell (2021) interviewed 5 Black women in roles ranging from Vice President
to Dean. The participants in the study all shared how they took on additional responsibilities
outside of the scope of their job description, and most of those responsibilities were aimed at
supporting other members of marginalized groups. Armstrong (2018) examined stereotypes
Black women may face to determine if there were any differences in their impact based on
whether the women worked at a historically Black college or university or a predominantly
White institution. Armstrong (2018) interviewed 46 women at two different colleges, one HBCU
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and a predominantly White institution. She found women at both institution types experienced
the negative impact of multiple stereotypes and that HBCUs were no more effective in protecting
them than predominantly White institutions. Additionally, Armstrong (2018) found that Black
women at predominantly White institutions reported more experiences of being labeled as
“ghetto” while women at HBCUs reported more instances of being labeled as “Jezebel.”
Two other dominant racist and sexist stereotypes often associated with Black women are
the Mammy and the Sapphire (Nicol, 2012). The Mammy persona is described as being the
nurturing and self-sacrificing surrogate mother. In contrast, the Sapphire persona, originating
from the Amos ‘n’ Andy radio show in 1928, is portrayed as a harsh, loud, nagging, and
argumentative, emasculating female, commonly known today as "the angry Black woman."
Due to these stereotypes, Black women are constantly fighting an internal battle with
themselves. Additional opportunities and labor could get you pigeon-holed in the Mammy
persona but speaking up could get you labeled as the Sapphire persona. A professional career for
Black women is plagued with fighting against these stereotypes and how others view them. It is
fine for Black women to hold the attributes of the Sapphire as long as they are using this
aggression for the benefit of others; however, expressing anger or hostility on behalf of self can
create problems for the progress of Black women in academe (Seo & Hinton, 2009).
I Am Not Your Mule
Ramsey (2017) asserted the concept of Black women as the "maid of academe." This has
become more apparent when Black women are working at predominantly White institutions. Due
to stereotypes like the Strong Black Woman, Black women are assigned additional tasks, or the
work others would not care to do (Ramsey, 2017). Harley (2007) stated that because of the
multiple tasks Black women overseen, they are labeled as "work mules" due to their number of
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tasks and management. Often Black women perform at high levels, completing their
responsibilities identified in their job description and the additional work assigned to them,
which only means more work. Rarely are these efforts acknowledged by the institution, and
Black women are not compensated in title or for their above and beyond work style. To illustrate
this, women of color are paid less than white men and men of color (Davis & Sanchez-Hucles,
2010). For example, higher-educated Black women were expected to perform more university
service or mentor/counsel more students (Harley, 2008; Gregory, 2001). The idea that Black
women have to work twice as hard to achieve half of what their White counterparts have is
accurate, especially at predominately White institutions.
When Skin Folk Ain't Kin Folk
One of the most insidious components of whiteness is how it infects the minds of people
of color that transforms into plantation politics (Matias, et al., 2019). Glaude (2021) has
described this as an illness that eats away the souls of people of color. Plantation politics in
higher education often manifests itself through a lack of support from other Black peers and
tokenism. The illness Baldwin (Matias, et al., 2019) spoke about creates discord, jealousy, and
the idea that there can only be one successful Black administrator at a time. Furthermore, it
supports the lack of support and network that Black women often experience as they climb to
leadership. For example, Wells (2017) conducted a study with 19 Black women aspiring to be
executive leaders across multiple industries. In the study, Wells looked at the lived experiences
of these women and their barriers. One of the barriers identified by these women was the absence
of mentors and networks to support their development (Wells, 2017). Mayo (2020) took a look at
the influence mentoring had on Black women’s career trajectory. Mayo found that mentoring
contributes to Black women’s careers by providing psychosocial support, navigating the
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institution’s culture, expanding the professional network, building self-efficacy, offering role
model functions and psychological support.
Theoretical Frameworks
Identifying a theoretical framework for Black women working in higher education
institutions is often an enigma because theories traditionally utilized do not apply to the
experience of Black women. Furthermore, with the double-bind of being both female and Black,
many theories do not address the intersectionality of the experiences of Black women. Therefore,
two different theories– Black Feminist Thought and Critical Race Theory– will explain how
structural racism and sexism as well as White supremacy permeate higher education.
Black Feminist Thought: Collins and hooks
Collins’ (1990, 1998, & 2002) discussion of Black Feminist Thought (BFT) suggested
that Black women occupy marginal positions in academic settings for an extended period. This
marginality is viewed as the "outsider within" status, in which black women have been invited
into places where the dominant group has assembled. Since Black women are not a part of the
dominant group and do not have a personal or cultural fit, Collins’ framework suggests that
Black women should produce a standpoint of and for Black women (Howard-Hinton, 2003).
Collins (2002) defined three components of BFT. First, this is substantiated and furnished
by Black women’s experiences, although others have documented their narratives (Graham,
2015). Secondly, BFT proposes that although the narratives are unique, there are similarities that
unite Black women in meaningful ways (Graham, 2015). Third, BFT suggests that Black women
are not a monolith, although there are similarities in narratives and experiences. Black women
remain very diverse regarding class, religion, age, and sexual orientation, and these variables
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provide a textured lens through which their experiences can be viewed and comprehended
(Graham, 2015).
The first theme of BFT suggests that many Black women have shaped their identity,
leading to false narratives and stereotypes. Outsiders have formed the images of who and what
Black women should be. Therefore, Black women must tell their histories and stories, lest
someone else defines the experience for them. Black women must define their self-identity based
on their own experiences, values, and beliefs. The second theme of BFT recognizes the
intersectionality of the multiple identities Black women hold. It is because of these numerous
identities the majority culture has subjugated Black women. Lastly, the third theme of BFT urges
Black women to define who they are based on the tenets of Black culture, experience, and point
of view because so many others have shaped that narrative for too long.
Additionally, hooks (1984) proposed that Black women are in a unique and unusual
position in society. In addition to Black women as a collective being on the lowest rung of the
career ladder, Black women’s overall standing in the world is lower than any other group. The
lived experiences of Black women has given shape to a worldview that is different from other
groups who have a certain level of privilege (hook, 1984). Therefore, hooks states that “Black
women should understand and recognize the power they have to critique and criticize the
dominant racist, classis, sexist hegemony as well as to envision and create a counter-hegemony”
(hooks, 1984, p. 15).
Critical Race Theory
According to Hughes et al. (2013), the founders of Critical Race Theory (CRT) are Bell,
Brown, Delgado, Lawrence, and Matsuda. CRT is a theoretical framework that originated in the
mid-1970s produced by scholars of color working in the legal profession. Although CRT is
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grounded in legal studies, it has spread to other industries such as higher education and
healthcare. The work of the legal scholars revealed that policies and laws that are supposed to be
free of racism and bias were still propagated in racial and ethnic oppression and White
supremacy (Howard-Hamilton, 2003).
Intersectionality examines race, sex, class, national origin, and sexual orientation and
how their combination plays out in various settings (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).
Intersectionality has roots in both Black feminism and Critical Race Theory, and was introduced
by Kimberle’ Crenshaw to address the marginalization of Black women within antidiscrimination law, as well as feminist and antiracist theory and politics (Carbado et al., 2013).
Intersectionality highlights how Black women are often “caught at the intersections of race and
gender discrimination and left without an effective remedy” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. ix) because the
law, like many other systems, may not understand the differences in issues between Black
women versus Black men and Black women versus White women (Crenshaw, 1989).
Critical race theorists purport that notions like "color blindness and meritocracy
systematically disadvantage people of color and further advantage whites" (Villalpando &
Bernal, 2002, pp. 244-245). However, this colorblind ideology only allows ignoring and
dismissing overt and covert forms of racism that show up in the legal system. Moreover, this
leads to the lack of acknowledgment of the hidden and essentially undetectable collection of
patterns and behaviors that are associated with patriarchy and other types of power that
systematically disenfranchise and disempower people of color from all sectors of industries
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2001).
As it relates to education, CRT aims to make race and racism a focal point of research
while challenging the traditional models that remove race, gender, and class from the discussion

31

(Graham, 2015). CRT contributes significantly to higher education leadership because it directly
challenges colorblindness related to the experience of Black women in administration.
Additionally, critical race theorists want to expound on how social constructs interconnect,
impacting minority communities (Solórzano et. al., 2000). Similar to the storytelling element in
BFT, counter stories are a significant part of CRT. Counter stories help dispel the stereotypes
and dispute beliefs created by White supremacy (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Villalpando &
Bernal, 2002). Challenging the dominant culture's views is a significant objective of counter
stories; however, the main aim of counter storytelling is grounded in the positive effects it has on
participants because it allows a sense of community to be created and helps marginalized
identities realize they are not alone in their struggles. Furthermore, it empowers marginalized
individuals to become galvanized by listening to their own stories and the stories of others
(Solórzano et.al., 2000).
Summary
This chapter provided a comprehensive review of community colleges, and barriers Black
women face in higher education administration and the status of Black women as higher
education administrators. The obstacles that women of color face result from racism, sexism, and
stereotypes, which affect Black women aspiring to be Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at
community colleges.
Another focus of this chapter is Black Feminist Thought and Critical Race Theory that
are used as theoretical frameworks to explain the experiences of Black women in higher
education administrators while navigating dueling identities such as race, gender, and class. The
road that Black women take and the barriers they experience are different from their peers.
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Currently, the demographics of administration at community colleges does not reflect the
student body. More research is needed to address how policies, procedures, and culture change
can lead to systematic change at community colleges for Black women aspiring Vice Presidents
of Student Affairs. Additionally, more research is needed to address how community colleges are
planning to recruit and retain Black women and succession planning that focuses on Black
women.
The next chapter will focus on the research design, data collection, and data analysis.
Overall, the next chapter will provide an overview of the methodology that will guide this study.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
The purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of the experiences of Black
Women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges through narrative inquiry
(qualitative). The aims of the study are to understand the strategies Black women deploy to
succeed, the challenges and barriers they must navigate, and the relationships that they fostered.
In addition, this study will highlight how the intersection of race and gender impact and shapes
experiences.
Overview of Research Problem
This chapter will provide an overview of the research methodology. First, the research
questions will be mentioned. Next, the overarching approach is mentioned followed by the data
collection, and data analysis. Finally, ethical concerns and limitations are stated.
Research Questions
1. How do Black women VPSAs describe their professional journey to senior leadership?
2. What barriers do Black women VPSAs encounter during their rise to senior leadership?
3. What strategies do Black women VPSAs deploy to remain persistent as they ascended to
senior leadership?
4. What advice would Black women VPSAs give to other Black women aspiring VPSAs at
the community college level?
Black women who serve in the role of Vice President of Student Affairs at community
colleges are the focus on this study. The findings of this study can help Black women who are
aspiring community college Vice Presidents of Student Affairs understand the pathways and
barriers to leadership.
Research Design
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A qualitative research method, narrative inquiry, was chosen for this study. Qualitative
research was chosen for this study because it allows for the expression and interpretation of
one’s life (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). It is important to note that McBride and Schostak (2004)
suggest the following:
First, qualitative research engages participants. This engagement gives the participants a
stake in, and an understanding of, the conducted research, which is the basis for action
and change. Second, qualitative research pays attention to the action it seeks to bring
about. Third, the thinking of the participants is accentuated, since their articulated views
are rooted in their realities. Further, qualitative research is concerned with understanding
behavior, not just with describing behavior. Fourth, face-to-face interaction that focuses
on the everyday routine. Finally, participants are afforded fundamental respect as
individual human beings when employing the qualitative research method. (p. 65)
In the present study, qualitative research allowed the participants to share their experiences
with barriers, challenges, and the pathway they took to the Vice President for Student Affairs
role at their community college.
Specifically, the present study was designed as narrative inquiry. Narrative inquiry
examines human experience through life story interviews, oral histories, photo voice projects,
biographies, auto-ethnography, or other human experience narratives (Ford, 2020). Kim (2016)
stated that narrative inquiry invites readers to a sphere of possible contact with a developing,
incomplete, and evolving situation, allowing them to re-think and re-evaluate their own views,
prejudices, and experiences. Narrative inquiry is founded on the idea that people tell stories and
organize their understanding of experience through narratives (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006).
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When people are allowed to share their stories, it provides an opportunity for their voices and
experiences to be elevated.
Narrative inquiry is the appropriate research method because it will raise the voices of
Black women who serve as Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges. Black
women executive leaders at community colleges are often marginalized and not provided with
space to share their experience and these experiences are not highlighted in the research
literature. Narrative inquiry provides an opportunity for participants to be an integral part of
telling their own story to help answer the research questions. Narrative inquiry is the best way of
representing and understanding experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2004, p. 18).
Inclusion Criteria
Black women in the Vice President of Student Affairs role at community colleges is the
population for this study. The Vice President for Student Affairs position typically reports to the
President or Chancellor of a college. The role Vice President for Student Affairs can have a
different title based on location and the structure of the organization. This study will include
Black women who may hold the title of Vice President for Student Affairs, Vice President for
Enrollment Management and Students Affairs, and/or Chief Student Affairs Officer.
Participants
Black women (N = 5) comprised a sample of participants. They are currently serving in
the role of Vice President of Student Affairs at a community college from the South, Midwest,
and West coast regions of the United States (see Table 1).
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Table 1
Participant Overview
Pseudonym

Title

Institution
Type

Geographic
Region

Sasha Fierce

Vice President for Student Services

Public

Midwest

Kem

Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs

Public

South

Nina Simone

Public

Midwest

Eve

Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Services and
Student Affairs
Vice President for Student Affairs

Public

Midwest

Toni Morrison

Vice President for Student Affairs

Public

West

For the sampling method, the researcher first identified more than ten participants for
purposeful sampling with the understanding that all may not be able to participant. Out of ten
participants, five were able to participate in the research. Table 2 shows the Participant
Demographic Information.

Table 2
Participant Demographic Information

Name

Age
Range

Educatio
n

Terminal Degree
before or after
VPSA role

Only AA person
reporting to
President/Chancellor

Sasha
Fierce

40+

Master’s
Degree;
doctoral
candidate

No; Already
enrolled in
terminal degree
program prior to
VPSA role

No; but only
VP

37

Marital
Status

AA Married

Children

Yes

Kem

40+

Master’s
Degree

N/A

Yes

Married

Yes

Nina
Simone

40+

Master’s
Degree

No; started
terminal degree
after obtaining
position

Yes

Married

Yes

Eve

40+

Terminal
Degree

Yes, before
No
obtaining position

Married

No

Toni
Morrison

40+

Terminal
Degree

Yes, before
Yes
obtaining position

Divorced

Yes

Creswell (2007, p. 156) defined purposeful sample as the researcher selecting individuals
and sites for the study because the researcher can purposefully inform an understanding of the
research problem and central phenomenon in the study. There is a small amount of Black women
serving as Vice President of Student Affairs at community colleges. According to Gagliardi et.al,
(2017) only 7.4% of women of color serve as leaders of community colleges. This further
supports that Black women are not represented in the upper ranks of leadership at community
colleges. This sampling method was appropriate for this study because there is not a critical mass
of Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges in comparison to
White men and women. After potential participants were identified, they were emailed with the
details of the study and invited to participate.
Data Collection
The primary method of data collection for this study was semi-structured interviews.
Once participants confirmed their participation, they were emailed the Informed Consent Form
(Appendix C) as approved by the Western Kentucky University Institutional Review Board, the
Demographic Questionnaire (Appendix B) and asked to send their most recent resume. These
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forms provided an overview of the study and information on confidentiality. After the
participants submitted this information, each was sent a Zoom calendar invite.
Data was collected using a pre-determined set of questions through a semi-structured
interview process. Merriam (2009, p. 90) stated that interviewing in a qualitative investigation is
more open-ended and less structured which allows for the participants to define the world in
unique ways. Merriam (2009) defined semi-structured interviews:
As a mix of more and less structured interview questions that offer flexibility, but there
is specific data that is required from all respondents; most of the interview is guided by
questions or issues that need to be explored, however there is no predetermined working
or order. (p.89)
The interview protocol for this study consisted of four semi-structured, open-ended
interview questions that the researcher designed to reveal the barriers and challenges and
pathway to leadership the participants took to the Vice President of Student Affairs role. The
questions were crafted in a way that encouraged participants to be straightforward and frank. The
interview process allowed for the researcher to ask clarifying questions and explore any other
themes or additional topics that materialized. All interviews lasted between 60 to 120 minutes.
After each interview, I carefully transcribed the video recording via Zoom video conferencing
and sent the transcripts back to participants with an email (Appendix D), as a means for member
checking them for review and any additions. Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that the purpose of
member checking is to provide “not only a test for factual and interpretative accuracy but also to
provide evidence of credibility” (p. 373). After reviewing the data collected from the initial
interview, I decided that enough data had been collected to adequately speak to the participants’
experiences and no follow-up interviews were needed.
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Procedures
Prior to the beginning of this study, approval was obtained from the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) on November 5, 2021 (Appendix C). Potential participants were contacted via email
and asked to participate until the desired number of participants was obtained (Appendix A). As
shown in Table 2, participants were asked to complete a Demographic Questionnaire before the
interview and to submit their resume. Participants were requested to submit their resume because
it provided more information about their professional experiences leading up to the Vice
President of Student Affairs role. In addition, it provided the researcher an opportunity to
identify common employment experiences as shown in Table 3.

Table 3
Common Experiences
Number of
participants (n=5)
Enrollment
management and
admissions

Sasha Fierce

Kem

Nina Simone

Eve

Toni Morrison

X

X

X

X

X

Academic advising

X

X

X

X

Diversity, equity, and
inclusion

X

X

X

Budget

X

X

X

X

X

Supervisory
experience

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Dean of Students
Adjunct teaching
(faculty experience)

X

X

Title IX

X

X
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Student conduct

X

Professional
organization
affiliation

X

Strategic Planning

X

Grant Management

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X

X

Interviews were recorded via Zoom video conferencing with participant permission and then all
interviews were transcribed. Participants selected their pseudonyms before the recording to keep
their identities concealed. The pseudonyms prevent the identities of the participants from being
revealed in case the data is lost or stolen. In chapters 4 and 5, participants will be identified by
their self-selected pseudonyms. All interviews were completed over the span of two months. All
recorded interviews and transcripts were kept in a password protected system and interview
notes were kept in a locked desk drawer.
Data Management and Analysis
Data collection and analysis is a simultaneous activity in qualitative research (Merriam,
2009, p.165). Ongoing analysis is necessary because without it, the data can be unfocused,
repetitious, and overwhelming in the sheer volume of the material that needs to be processed
(Merriam, 2009, p.171). As a part of the one-on-one interviews, the researcher’s observations
were recorded which allows the researcher to not just rely on data that is being recorded. Bogdan
and Biklen (2007, pp.163-165) stated that researchers should write many “observer’s comments”
as you go because the aim is to stimulate critical thinking about what you see and to become
more than a recording machine and the researcher should be writing memos to themselves to
capture what they are learning.
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Content analysis was guided by the research and identified manually to identify the
emerging themes. Coding allowed for themes to emerge. Merriam (2009) noted that “coding is
nothing more than assigning some sort of shorthand designation to various aspects of the data so
specific aspects of the data can be easily retrieved” (p. 173). I also compared the participants’
resumes to identify commonalities.
I developed a routine developed to transcribe the interviews and identify themes. The
process consisted of printing a copy of the interview transcripts and taking notes in the margins.
Second, after conducting the interview and watching each interview at least 2-3 times, I listened
and searched for responses that were in alignment with the research questions. Additionally, I
looked for phrases that spoke to the barriers, challenges, and pathways the participants took to
the Vice President for Student Affairs role at community colleges.
Qualitative analysis as defined by Creswell (2007) is a process that occurs over three
essential steps. These steps are “preparing and organizing the data, reducing the data into themes
through a process of coding and then condensing the codes and finally representing the data in
tables, figures, or a discussion” (p.148). I condensed these steps into preparing the data, coding,
and the final report.
In preparing the data, I converted each Zoom video conference live transcripts into a
Microsoft Word document that would allow me to color-code, highlight, and write in the margins
as I binged listened to interviews to become more familiar with the data. Next, the researcher
created a folder for each participant to keep their data separate. While reading the transcripts, I
made notes was able to condense the data and make it more manageable. This process is called
data reduction and it allowed the researcher to focus and organize the data so themes could be
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easily identifiable (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The next step was to reduce the data into themes
by coding.
Codes are defined as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or
inferential information compiled during a study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56). I created
priori codes before examining the current data and created the priori codes based on the readings
that support the literature review and the research questions. Miles and Huberman (1994)
maintained this process of creating codes by suggesting developing a “start list” (p. 51). A start
list is a method of creating a priori codes prior to fieldwork. From the literature review and
research questions, I developed five priori codes to communicate the primary experiences of
Black/Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges. These priori
codes are: (a) Challenges/Barriers, (b) Professional experience (c) Advice to aspiring VPSAs at
community colleges, (d) Strategies for success, and (e) Intersection of racism and sexism. After
developing the priori codes, I then uploaded the transcripts into NVIVO, coding software that
analyzes data, to create more codes and to develop the themes. Narrative research requires that
data is aggregated through the themes that emerged from the experiences the women described,
allowing me to make conclusions and create thematic observations (Creswell, 2007).
Once the data was reviewed and checked for any discrepancies, the researcher looked for
more opportunities for insight and other areas of possible research that could produce more
themes. Lastly, I reviewed the transcripts, recordings, and my notes and sought to link
experiences from participants that may not be aligned with emergent themes or my own
assumptions to avoid researcher bias and reactivity (Maxwell, 2012). The participants’
experiences and narratives drove the development of themes.
Ethical Considerations
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To understand the barriers, challenges, and pathways to the Vice President of Student
Affairs role at community colleges, I purposefully selected Black women as participants since
they were an essential component. I also did not conduct any research until Western Kentucky
University’s Institutional Review Board approved my study. All materials were secured with the
highest privacy and confidentiality standards. The researcher is the only person who has access
to the information that could be used to identify participants. The use of member checking will
be utilized to ensure credibility. Participants utilized pseudonyms for their names and the names
of their institutions. Participants were contacted after the interviews and shared the transcript
from their interview to ensure they were correct and provide opportunity for additional followup. The transcripts were kept in a password protected document.
Trustworthiness
Qualitative research is often criticized for its perceived lack of objectivity. As the sole
researcher of this study, inevitably the findings are deeply influenced by my interpretation.
Trustworthiness is defined as the degree of confidence qualitative researchers have in their data,
assessed using the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and
authenticity (Polit & Beck, 2014, p.570). Researchers should establish the protocols and
procedures necessary for a study to be considered worthy of consideration by readers
(Amankwaa, 2016). This study engaged in member checking, audit trail, and thick description.
Member checking was conducted to allow participants to validate their responses. Birt
et.al. (2016) defined member checking as a technique for exploring the credibility of results that
requires the data or results to be returned to the participants to check for accuracy and resonance
with their experiences.
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In addition to member, I also ensured that my study was consistent and dependable by
completing an audit trail. Lincoln and Guba (1985, pp. 316-327) defined an audit trail as an
examination of the process and procedure for a research study and equips readers with actual
accounts of the study and the researcher’s thoughts and comments during the process. As
Merriam (2009) stated “an audit trail in a qualitative study describes in detail how data were
collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout the inquiry”
(p. 223). I used the audit trail (Appendix F) for documentation of all research activities,
recording the data collection process, and explaining why certain data analysis procedures were
selected (Creswell & Miller, 2000).
One of the ways that reliability can be addressed in qualitative research is by providing a
thick or rich description. Thick description as described by Ponterotto (2006) is accurately
describing and interpreting social action within the appropriate context and capturing the
thoughts, emotions, and web of social interaction among observed participants in their operating
context. The researcher analyzed the findings and presented them in a format that conveys the
experiences of the participants and make recommendations for future research based on what is
learned from the analysis.
Limitations
Simon and Goes (2013) define limitation as the things that are outside the control of the
researcher and to the length a study can go. Limitations of the study include:
1. Limited time. This study only utilized semi-structured interviews. Although the
interactions between the researcher and participant are limited, the study can still add to
gap in the literature.
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2. Number of participants. There are not an overwhelming amount of Black women serving
as Vice President for Student Affairs at community colleges. Therefore, the pool of
participants is limited.
3.

The focus of this study was solely on the experiences of Black women and other
minority women were not included. Although, some findings could be generalizable to
other minority women, this study is limited since it will only focus on Black women.

4. Majority of the participants in this study lived and worked in the Midwestern part of the
United States. With the history of racism, especially in the South, it would be important
to note that regional context could impact study findings and findings could be different
depending on the region of the United States participation are employed in.
5. Researcher as a human instrument. As a former Black community college administrator
at the time of this study, error and bias can occur.
Summary
This study employed a qualitative research approach to explore the experiences of Black
women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges, specifically to take a deeper
look at the barriers, challenges, and pathways to leadership the participants took. Chapter 3
provided a detailed overview of the methodology of this study. The study was organized into
sub-sections that include the introduction, overview of the research problem, questions, and
design, and data collection and analysis.
A total of ten participants were invited to join the study, but only five participated. The
data collected from the interviews and resumes were analyzed manually by the researcher. The
completed analysis of the data will be presented in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 4: Findings and Results
In this chapter, I will present the findings from the interviews with the five participants.
The participants shared the challenges they have experienced as well as the pathways they took
to the VPSA role at a community college. As detailed in Chapter 3, the researcher utilized a
qualitative research approach to design this study. This chapter will begin with a general
overview of each participant’s narrative, followed by a participant profile for each, and close
with the emerging themes identified from the data along with summary paragraphs. The findings
of this study are consistent with the existing literature. The five Black women identified barriers
that included having their competency questioned, loneliness, and navigating the duality of what
it means to be both Black and woman. Additionally, the five participants shared strategies for
success and offered advice to other Black women who may be aspiring VPSAs of community
colleges. Lastly, the pathways to the VPSA role the five participants took are identified.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to understand and add to the research on Black women
Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges and the barriers and challenges they
face as well as the strategies they deploy to navigate executive-level leadership. Additionally, the
purpose of this study was to elevate the marginalized experiences of Black women VPSAs at
community colleges.
Research Questions
Four research questions framed the exploration of the barriers, challenges, and strategies
used toward leadership of five Black Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges.
Data was then gathered and analyzed through coding utilizing the NVIVO data analytics
software. Direct, descriptive quotes were gathered from participants throughout the study to
provide thick descriptions of their lived experiences.
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The following research questions guided this study:
1. How do Black women VPSAs describe their professional journey to senior
leadership?
2. What barriers do Black women VPSAs encounter during their rise to senior
leadership?
3. What strategies do Black women VPSAs deploy to remain persistent as they ascended
to senior leadership?
4. What advice would Black women VPSAs give to other Black women aspiring VPSAs
at the community college level?
Participant Profiles and Narrative
Sasha Fierce
Sasha Fierce is Vice President for Student Services at a public community college in the
Midwest. When speaking about her journey to the role of Vice President for Student Services,
she recalled an experience she had as an undergraduate when she served as the Student Trustee
for the college’s board. Sasha described how her initial attraction to higher education and student
affairs was the opportunity to help students. Sasha’s trajectory to the Vice President for Student
Services role came after almost 22 years of experience, mostly in advising and graduation
completion. Sasha stated, “My rise to Vice President happened because I continued to expand
my learning. I expanded myself so I could know everything that impacts a student. You have to
know all aspects.” Her biggest barriers throughout her career have been lack of mentorship,
unsupportive supervisors, not being allowed to be her authentic self as an Black woman, peers
and others questioning the validity of her work, an undercurrent of racism, not getting credit and
acknowledgment for her ideas, and work and pay equity. Sasha stated, “They would pimp me for
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my ideas. The people around me were making $10-$15K more than me, but I was doing all the
work.” Sasha noted that because of the lack of mentorship and sponsorship for her as a Black
woman, she watched White women being promoted and pushed into leadership roles that they
were not equipped to lead. Additionally, these same White women were getting credit for the
work that had been developed and led by her.
Another barrier Sasha identified was tokenism, even at the executive cabinet level. Sasha
describes her experience being on Executive Cabinet as one filled with “passive-aggressive
racism.” Sasha is the only Black woman serving on the executive cabinet at her current
institution. Sasha shared that she works in a conservative community and because of this, she is
aware that “certain things happen to me because I am Black.” One barrier mentioned by Sasha,
that she perceives as being specific to community colleges, is that a lot of staff see what they do
as a job and not a career.
Sasha shared that one of her strategies is that she is going to be her authentic self. She
expressed, “I am okay being fired.” Other strategies implemented by Sasha included being a
lifelong learner, surrounding herself with other like-minded sisters, mentoring other women
because it is an opportunity to share knowledge and it keeps her knowledgeable, and lastly, read
at least three higher education-related articles daily and make one of the readings an international
article.
The advice Sasha shared for Black women who are aspiring Vice Presidents of Student
Affairs at community colleges is to be a continual learner and know something about each
department in your portfolio of responsibilities, be your best advocate, find your voice and know
when to go to battle, develop some thick skin and be okay with not being liked, and dress for the
role you want to have.
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Kem
Kem is Vice Chancellor of Student Services and Chief Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
Officer at a community college in the South. Kem shared that she never had any intentions of
being a Vice Chancellor of Student Services. Kem has 14 years of experience in higher
education, mostly in TRIO and advising. Kem got her start in student affairs as an
Administrative Assistant in a TRIO program at a community college. She shared that “she
thrives off a lot of student interaction, a strong love for students, and providing wrap-around
services for students.” Kem’s supervisor in the TRIO office, another Black woman, gave her a
lot of autonomy and opportunity and appointed her Director of TRIO after she retired.
One of the barriers that Kem disclosed is having her decision-making questioned based
on her race and serving at a community college despite there being a lack of decisiveness at the
executive level. Some of the strategies she utilizes to combat barriers are learning to develop the
ability to advocate for herself, research and learn everything to anticipate the possible questions
she may get, being diplomatic so she is not seen as the “Mad Black Girl,” and learning how to
create synergy and buy-in with direct reports. Kem acknowledged that “influence and title are
not synonymous.” For aspiring Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges, she
advises Black women “pull the job description for a VPSA role to see what experiences you
already have and what experiences you may be lacking, find creative ways to learn in areas
where you are deficient, be a synergy builder, being visible and volunteer to build buzz around
your name.”
Nina Simone
Nina is Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Services and Student Success at a community
college in the Midwest. She has over 16 years of experience in student affairs, mostly in
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admissions, recruitment, and enrollment management. Nina is currently the only Black person
serving on the Chancellor’s Executive Cabinet. Some of the challenges she has experienced are
finding herself not being included, lack of mentors in comparison to her White counterparts, and
being labeled as outspoken and aggressive. She stated, “Even though I am the leader, people will
go to my direct reports. Mostly White men do this. White women act scared and just get mad.”
Secondly, she revealed that she had the experience of watching a White peer go from an interim
role to Vice President of Academic Affairs, but this person was not producing at the same level
as she was. Additionally, Nina shared that she receives pushback on her ideas and people are
extra critical, so she must “dot her i’s and cross her t’s.”
Nina imparted that some of the strategies she utilizes are to remain persistent, giving back
to others through developing her staff, learn to pivot and adjust, as well as volunteer and interact
with the college community. Her advice to aspiring VPSAs is to find your niche and excel; find
others that look like you and connect and create your own “Sister Girl Clique.” Other strategies
she shared included identifying an ally who can serve as someone to speak on your behalf when
you are not in the room and finding a mentor. Lastly, Nina advises that Black women find a
coach and implement the P.I.E. Method (performance, image, and exposure).
Eve
Eve is Vice President of Student Affairs at a community college in the Midwest with over
20 years of experience in student affairs, mostly in student support, success, and development.
She noted that in her undergraduate years of college, she did not know that student affairs as a
career was possible. Additionally, she has substantial adjunct teaching experience. Eve’s barriers
including experiencing bias as an Black with a terminal degree, no representation at the top,
getting others to listen to her even though she has a seat at the table, willingness to assimilate,

51

and systematic barriers such as code-switching and navigating duality. She described this as
exhausting and feeling like “I have to have an interpreter to communicate.” Furthermore, she
noted “not feeling welcomed enough to communicate dissent in your own authentic way.”
To remain persistent, the strategies Eve adopted are being patient and recognizing that
people move to understanding at their own time; develop trusted allies; find a balance between
trust and protection; learn the institutional culture; be an easy yes sometimes to eliminate barriers
that we sometimes put on ourselves and beware of the limitations that we put on ourselves that
can also be barriers.
Eve advises that aspiring VPSAs of community colleges understand that the focus always
must be on the students and understand how to analyze data because “Black women have to
come with the data because people will hear data.”
Toni Morrison
Toni is Vice President of Student Services at a community college in the West with 18
years of experience, mostly in a Dean of Students role as well as diversity recruitment and
outreach. She said her rise to the VPSS role was “intentional, but not planned.” Toni stated, “I
never had the intentions to become VPSS, but wanted to be in the best position to make a
change.” Some of the barriers she faces are doing the work, but not being adequately
compensated; ageism as a young Dean of Students and VPSS; an unsupportive supervisor who
refused to support her once he learned she was ambitious; sexism at the hands of a President who
did not trust her judgment because she is a woman; conflict with other women of color; and fear
that motherhood would prevent her from excelling. She also noted that another barrier is
loneliness because you often do not have peers who identify as someone to look to for support
and understanding. To remain persistent, the strategies Toni adopted were to keep a picture of
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her two daughters in office to remind herself to make the decisions she would want someone to
make for her children, leaning on faith and prayer, and developing a solid group of mentors of all
races and ages. She advises aspiring VPSAs of community colleges to know their why and
beware of wanting the title, but not the responsibilities; do their due diligence and look before
leaping by knowing where you work and who you will be reporting to; be clear on your musthaves; be intentional; master at least one area under their portfolio of responsibilities; trust the
folks who lead their areas by not doing their jobs for them.
Lastly, Toni asserted that community colleges need to understand that “Black women are
multifaceted,” and to be flexible and understanding, especially as we navigate the pandemic. She
expressed that “colleges are designed to keep people of color out” and this also pertains to staff
and faculty.
In summary, the individual profiles of the research participants highlighted the varied and
nuanced experiences Black Vice Presidents of Student Affairs experience at community colleges.
These experiences demonstrated the influences that led to these women becoming Vice
Presidents of Student Affairs. For the women in this study, the barriers were plentiful and the
pathways to executive leadership were diverse. However, at the heart of every woman’s
experience was a desire to make sure they were always acting in the best interest of students.
Research participants’ interviews also revealed emergent themes on the barriers they faced,
strategies they deployed for success, and the advice they would offer to other Black women who
are aspiring VPSAs. In the next section, the themes that emerged after analyzing the data
collected from the research participants are discussed.
Emergent Themes
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Five themes emerged from the data. I identified these as The Journey, Because I Am a
Black Woman, Because I Am a Black Woman: Barriers and Stereotypes, Between a Rock and a
Hard Place: Defining Who I Get to Be, Leadership and Supervision Challenges and Feeling
Unappreciated.
The first theme to emerge highlights how the research participants described their journey
to executive leadership and this theme is coded The Journey. The second theme to emerge
describes the participants’ barriers and challenges they encounter on their journey to become as
well as the stereotypes they fight against. The experiences and narratives describe how
intersectionality comes into play and affects the way participants perform minimal tasks like
communicating to their peers and teams. The barriers and challenges theme was coded Because I
Am a Black Woman: Barriers and Stereotypes. This emergent theme is supported by sub-themes
and they are as follows: 1) Can’t Be What You Can’t See: Lack of Mentors; 2) Pimpin’ My Ideas:
Give Credit Where Credit Is Due; 3) Lonely at the Top; 4) Too Legit to Quit: Questioning My
Legitimacy; 5) The Isms: Racism, Sexism, and Ageism; 6) Operating from a Place of Lack; 7)
The Angry Black Woman; 8) Degree Envy. The third theme to emerge is coded as Between a
Rock and a Hard Place: Defining Who I Get to Be. The subthemes under this theme are (a)
Navigating duality, (b) Maintaining Authentic Self, (c) Advocating for self, (d) Code-switching,
and (e) motherhood. The fourth theme to emerge is Leadership and Supervision Challenges. The
fifth theme is Feeling Unappreciated.
Lastly, research participants were asked to share strategies that they utilize to remain
successful and to offer advice to other Black women who are aspiring to become a VPSA one
day at a community college. After analyzing data, the theme was coded as What’s the 411:
Advice and Strategies on Surviving Senior Leadership. The subthemes under this theme are (a)
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Be Your Own Advocate, (b) Be Visible, (c) Develop Others, (d) Find Allies, and (e) Know You
Why and Remain Consistent.
The Journey
It is difficult to talk about being Black in a White space… It is particularly difficult to be
heard, since despite reality, the myth still prevails that Black women are making great
professional strides. Enmeshed in this myth is the belief that even when AfricanAmerican women are suffering, obstacles are faced stoically and handled with a prayer,
and a smile. In other words, we always overcome. We African-American women are
reluctant to dispel this myth for it is one of the positive stereotypes afforded us (Farmer,
1993, p. 206).
This theme connected deeply to the literature on the arduous journey that Black women endure
on the road to the Ivory Tower. The majority of the limited research that focuses on Black
women in higher education does so from the lens of faculty members at four-year institutions.
There is very limited research that focuses on the stories and experiences of Black women
executive leaders at community colleges. Even though the literature is limited, there is a
consensus that Black women, whether faculty or staff, face barriers that prevent them from being
successful and from landing senior leadership positions in student affairs. Even when Black
women finally make it to the upper echelon of leadership, we still face obstacles that delay and
impede “full participation in and contribution to higher education” (Carter et al., 1998, p. 98).
Research shows that higher education is a non-supportive and outright aggressive environment
for Black women administrators and faculty. According to James and Farmer (1993) and Moses
(2009), the cultural climate for Black women in higher education is not only non-supportive but
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at times outright hostile. All research participants indicated how much harder their journey had
been and most believed it was because they are Black women.
When asked to describe her journey, Kem used the words “effortless” because she did not
aim to climb the ladder and “inequitable” because she makes less money than her White
counterparts but serves in two roles—one as Chief Student Affairs Officer and her additional role
is the Chief Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Officer for the college. Another participant, Nina,
described her journey to Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Services and Student Success, as “long,
challenging, discouraging, lonely, and lacking racial diversity.” Eve described her journey to the
VPSA role, by using the words and phrases “perseverance, trial and error, resilience, and
developing an understanding of who you are and where you work.” Eve mentioned that this is
essential to help one understand “what you are and what you are not willing to compromise on.”
Two research participants, Kem and Toni, noted that they didn’t approach their career
plans with their intentions set on becoming a VPSA. Kem further stated her point by sharing:
Um, so I will say, where I sit now in community college is probably purely by chance in
the sense that I have never set out to be a CSAO. I'm not going to say never but in terms
of climbing the ladder to the C suite that has never been the way I really thought about it.
Toni shared that her journey to the VPSA role was “intentional, but not planned. I just wanted to
be in the best position to make change.”
Because I Am a Black Woman: Barriers and Stereotypes
Another theme that emerged from the data tackles the barriers and challenges Black
women face on the road to executive leadership based on the participants’ perceptions, these
challenges do not subside once leaders reach the C-suite. This theme is supported by five subthemes: (1) Can’t Be What You Can’t See: Lack of Mentors, (2) Pimpin’ My Ideas: Give Credit
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Where Credit Is Due, (3) Lonely at the Top, (4) Too Legit to Quit: Questioning My Legitimacy
(5) The Isms: Racism, Sexism, and Ageism (6) Operating from a Place of Lack (7) The Angry
Black Woman (8) Degree Envy.
Can’t Be What You Can’t See: Lack of Mentors
Mentoring and professional social networks have proven essential to the success of
leaders. Black women have less access to mentors and the social capital they gain by developing
a tight circle of support. Rohmann and Rowold (2009) stated that two factors often contribute to
women not being able to ascend to leadership and remaining in entry-level positions. Women
have a limited, uninfluential network and this network is even smaller for Black women who
often desire to be mentored by other Black women. Hence, this restricts access to the "good ole
boy" network where informal and formal relationships matter and contribute to the upward
trajectory of White men, then Black men, and lastly White women. All the women in this study
identified a lack of mentorship as a barrier to this success. Sasha Fierce noted an experience
where there were women in leadership and the opportunity was still missed to mentor others:
At one institution we had our first woman president. She didn't mentor, not one woman to
rise to the level of leadership. Before she came there was a Black woman provost and she
didn't mentor, not one woman to rise to the level of leadership, and they did a 360 on
both of them. And I said, explicitly, They are a waste of womanhood. Because you are in
the position to lead a university, and you are not bringing anyone along with you. You
know two women in leadership that are not willing to mentor. That’s a barrier.
Mentorship and guidance can have a profound effect on one’s ability to navigate systems, but
this is especially true for Black women. To have someone serve as a guide, could be the
difference between good and great. In Nina Simone’s statement below, she found how the lack
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of mentorship impacted her ability to navigate higher education and how as a result, she was not
included, and the effect it had on her professional development. Nina Simone stated:
I found myself a lot of times, not being included. Having no one or not really having that
mentor or coach to say like, this is how you navigate this space, you know like this is the
do's and don'ts of being a director, and then how do you know what is your trajectory?
Are you looking to move forward, having those conversations that probably I could have
gotten there sooner or quicker had somebody kind of been saying hey Nina Simone, this
is what you know, this is what you probably need to be doing, and there are these are
outreach opportunities or trainings that you should be taking advantage of.
Pimpin’ My Ideas: Give Credit Where Credit Is Due
Although only one participant, Sasha Fierce, spoke specifically about her experience with
having someone take credit for her work, this is an important experience to lift through the data
because of the impact it has on Black women and their ability to establish creditability with their
peers and supervisor. Sasha Fierce shared:
And he paired me with a male who was working and let me also say this all these people
were making 10 to $15,000 more than I was making. And I was doing all the work, like if
you were on that campus people would say just go ask Sasha Fierce. I mean I couldn't
walk to the bathroom, you know, and without somebody following me, so he paired me
with this gentleman named Jay. He was the executive director for our academic unit, I
can't even think of what it was called, but it has tutoring, and something else he was
useless. And he just kept hemming and hawing and like, oh, we need to do it this way and
I was like Jay pull that damn trigger.
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Another component shared by both Sasha Fierce and Nina Simone is having the experience of
watching their White counterparts advance or be given opportunities without being adequately
prepared. Their counterparts were given leadership opportunities and in one example, Sasha
Fierce shared how her counterpart was given credit for her work. Additionally, Sasha shared:
And that year our retention had dipped now, even though I had put all these things in
place. I'm going to be very transparent with you, Danielle, the white girl was getting all
the credit for it. And so, they pushed her into roles that she was never prepared for. And
so, she, she would, I mean to you, and you can quote this, they would pimp me for my
ideas.
Nina Simone stated something similar:
But I watched my counterpart in academic affairs kind of like, come and go from a
program chair to an interim Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs I'm like, well, how did
you do that? But they, I felt like, and I, and I still feel this way they, they were grooming
her for that. Um, you know, and so they were like okay, but the work didn’t really get
done. She wasn’t really producing the work, and just take credit and say, at the same
level that I was.
Lonely at the Top
Many Black women leaders describe their ascension to leadership as isolating and lonely.
Four out of the five participants in this study are the only Black woman reporting to their
President or Chancellor. All the participants noted how the intersection of both racism and
sexism has affected their ability to connect and build relationships with colleagues. Toni
Morrison stated:
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It's lonely because nobody unless they've walked in your shoes, nobody can really
understand what you're going through because it's, it's hard to explain. I'm here. You're,
you're living in a world where you have such an impact on students’ lives, and even your
team's lives. And you're, you're carrying all that baggage. And, you know, it's Black
women self-care is really the last thing we think about. You know, we're always taking
care of someone else.
Along with the barrier of being the only Black woman in leadership, it is important to highlight
the challenges and increased responsibility this puts on Black women to have a seat at the table
to inspire change for students. Eve continued:
Right, so you start to look at this as the leadership of this institution and then you look at
the student population and demographics and these are, these are the challenges and these
are the barriers, how do you get to the other, how do you get to the other side. Like how I
get to be on the leadership table because people on this table don't look don't represent
like I am.
Too Legit to Quit: Questioning My Legitimacy
Many of the participants shared how they have peers, direct reports, and even their
supervisors question their decision-making abilities. Even if they bring to the position credentials
and experience, there is a level of mistrust they have experienced that undermines their
positionality and expertise. Sasha Fierce mentioned that her White counterparts are always so
surprised at how knowledgeable and smart she is. Sasha Fierce stated:
I would say, and this is something that we probably all deal with people can’t believe
we’re as smart as we are. And I don’t know if you can say that that’s a barrier or not, they
question the validity of what you know. And so that I have always been like this, and I’m
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like, that’s because I read all the time. I asked a lot of questions. I’m sorry that you don’t.
Along with having others being leery of your expertise and opinion, the participants shared that
their peers would ask their direct reports about initiatives or ideas that they should consult with
them first on. Nina Simone recalled:
The other thing that I kind of still struggle in this space is that, that I am the leader of this
division and sometimes people have a tendency to go to someone underneath you. And
so, I try not to say anything you know because I want my directors to feel empowered,
but at the same time I know why some people do that and so you without having to go
into, you know, long dialogue about hey you really need to let me be the contact and you
know, but I do find that more with white men for whatever reason I've noticed that. And I
don't know if it's just, I don't know. Is it just me? I know it’s not me. Because you're
going to have to reach out, you have to ask me, instead of someone under me.
Kem noted an experience where her direct reports questioned her decision-making and
leadership:
Maybe not necessarily in this role, and not to a large degree in my previous role but one
of the things I might say, is sometimes having your decision making questioned. I'm in a
role with the authority to make the decision, but someone I report maybe question the
rationale. Does that make sense? And maybe doesn't take the decision-making power
away but is not necessarily supportive of your feedback or methodology rationale for
why you might be doing something that way you're doing it.
The Isms: Racism, Sexism, and Ageism
All the participants shared that at some level they have been impacted by racism, sexism,
or ageism. For many of the participants, if there was an incident where they felt mistreated,
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slighted, disregarded, or left out they struggled with identifying if it happened to them because
they identify as Black or a woman. In some cases, the participants shared that they felt it was
both identities. Kem shared:
So, I had a president that for the life of him just didn't trust my judgment. Didn't know
what would be causing questioning what I was doing. I don't know what it was. I don’t
know if it's just all the isms wrapped into one, but that was really frustrating.
Racism was another barrier majority of the participants felt impacted them greatly. Kem shared:
If I had to choose one, I would say color. Because if I were white my performance and
competency level would ensure that I was making the dollars that I wanted. And that I
had the office in the corner that I wanted that one slight change would change everything.
In addition to racism, unfortunately, ageism is something participants experienced. Toni
Morrison shared:
So, I've had that situation with the supervisor I've had I've had to deal with ageism. And
when I became a VP I was 38-years old when it was made. I worked with a Dean who
was in her 60s, and very first day I met with her she looked at me and said I should have
your job, I can't believe they hired you as the VP, and at 38-years old I didn't know how
to handle that, like, yes I'm the VP, but she's older than me. As you know as women of
color were taught deference, right we're taught to respect our elders. I also didn't want to,
you know, start day one on my new job with this confrontation. So, I've had to deal with
ageism.
The Angry Black Woman
One of the stereotypes all the participants shared similar to a scarlet letter was being
labeled as an Angry Black Woman. Eve says sometimes she is an “easy yes” as to not feed into

62

that stereotype. Nina Simone, however, shared how important it is to be keenly aware of who
gets the passionate label versus who is deemed hostile. Nina Simone stated:
I struggle with that because you know some supervisors just didn't see it that way. They
were like, Oh, well, you know, let me say a little bit too outspoken. I just had a
conversation with my boss yesterday about how it's amazing how some people can be
considered passionate and then others are a little beast. I'm like I'm not quite sure what
the difference is. We know, we know what it is. Yeah, I know. But yeah, I just had that
conversation because, as I look back and kind of looking at the journey and you know
just the mere fact of like if you make a suggestion then there's pushback on that or, you
know, there's always scrutiny and I think in student affairs that happens, so I don't know.
I won't necessarily say it's because the leadership has been not been of color, but I will
say they're extra critical, so I feel like I've always got to make sure I dot my i's and cross
my T's and everything.
Degree Envy
For some of the participants, the doctorate degree was viewed as mandatory, but more so
for themselves than as a job requirement. However, one participant shared how pursuing her
doctorate created dissent between her and her supervisor at the time. Toni Morrison stated:
And so about four years into my professional career started my EdD program. And that
really opened my eyes to a lot. I learned, I got my first taste of the politics or maybe not
politics…just the crap that you have to deal with when you're a woman and you're going
to be doing more than your boss. My boss for a long time has been like and he happened
to be a male color. It happened to really make my life a whole lot harder once I started
my EdD program, you know, it was all fun and games when I was his subordinate and
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kind of at the same level but once I think he saw that I was going to surpass him things
just became a lot more difficult. Nothing that rose to you know me having to file
complaints but just I could sense a change in his interactions with me and level of
support.
Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Defining Who I Get to Be
The third theme to emerge is coded as Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Defining Who
I Get to Be. The subthemes under this theme are: (1) Navigating duality, (2) Maintaining
authentic self, (3) Advocating for self, (4) Code-switching, (5) Motherhood (6) Supervision and
Leadership Struggles, and (7) Feeling Unappreciated. This theme will unpack the challenges
that the participants as related to their identity and the ways they have learned to advocate for
themselves.
Navigating Duality
Navigating who you want to be against who your White peers expect you to be is another
challenge that was noted by participants. The notion of duality is a concept was originated by
W.E. B. DuBois in The Souls of Black Folks in 1903. Eve shared:
You can’t truly be your authentic self. You got to be who they think you should
be…And then once you get that seat at the table, feeling welcome, enough to contribute
in your authentic ways. So sometimes you sit at the table and you, can become a
fixture… just a fixture so I always have, you know, we have liked people in the room, but
feeling welcomed and invited enough to speak and contribute and to even dissent
One participant, Kem mentioned always wondering if something happened to her because
she was a woman or Black, and ultimately deciding it was race. Kem stated:
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If I had to choose one, I would say color. Because if I were white my performance and
competency level would ensure that I was making the dollars that I wanted. And that I
had the office in the corner that I wanted that one slight change would change everything.
Code-Switching
Code-switching is defined as the use of one dialect, register, accent, or language variety
over another depending on social or cultural context, to project a specific identity
(Dictionary.com, 2022). The participants shared that the ability to move and effectively
communicate in multiple circles is a skill they utilize daily to ensure their success. Sasha Fierce
shared:
And I'm like, why do I have to be thoughtful and this fool is out of pocket? Yeah, I know
that undercurrent of racism. I just said this in these things called Drinks and Dialogues.
It’s diversity talks at my campus, and last week was on code-switching and I said you
know how exhausting it is to be a person of color every single day because I've got to
have my switch on because oh I dare not offend any one of you all.
Another form of indirect code-switching is having a trusted ally to help you convey a clear and
concise message. Eve shared a technique she uses to code-switch indirectly:
Right, so when I say something, and it gets lost right. When I only have to send that text,
and that person just as a, hey, can we go back and revisit because what I heard her say is
blah blah blah. When you can get to that level those are the kind of techniques that I use.
It's like, understand it's not something that's easy to easy to do, right? It's patience
because people will continue to have those barriers and they will continue to exist.
Maintaining Authentic Self
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The participants also noted how hard it is to be their authentic s and the importance of
knowing that it is safe for them to show up authentically at work. The majority of the participants
expressed the demand they feel to assimilate. Sasha Fierce stated, “You can’t truly be your
authentic self. You got to be who they think that you should be.” Eve shared how the ability to
be authentic shapes the way she works. If you cannot truly share your opinions and thoughts, out
of fear of not being accepted, your quality of work is being impacted. Eve shared:
You can’t truly be your authentic self. You got to be who they think you should
be…And then once you get that seat at the table, feeling welcome, enough to contribute
in your authentic ways. So sometimes you sit at the table and you, can become a
fixture… just a fixture so I always have, you know, we have liked people in the room, but
feeling welcomed and invited enough to speak and contribute and to even dissent. Feeling
welcome enough to dissent from your leadership and opinion matters right? So I mean, I
always say look, I'm going to tell you my opinion in this room, but whatever the decision
is I'm going to support it, but I'm not gonna sit in this room and, you know, and not say
anything. like this is our trust. Well, I need to be able to say here's my challenges with
this. But when the doors open we will have made a decision. But, feeling that level of
comfort with dissension is a challenge.
Advocating for Self
The participants all echoed how important it is to advocate for yourself. Self-advocacy
was revealed to be a top skill that all the participants stressed the importance of. Kem shared an
important experience on self-advocacy:
I will tell you my positioning did not come without advocacy on my part because initially
this role was housed under the Vice President for Academic Affairs, which here is a
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white female, and just recently the system president for our system here pushed large
scale DEI initiatives across I think we have 12 or 13 institutions. And that was the driving
force in terms of needing to have an accountable person to really help to drive those
initiatives locally. And so maybe a few months I acted in that role, under the direction of
this Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs. After that, I revisited that conversation with
our interim Chancellor, and maybe painted the picture of how the optics look in terms of
equity. And so I said to him, when you asked me to take this role I you asked is the
college ready for DEI, and your answer was yes. And so, I said, and that our first
opportunity to make an actionable step to support that you move the brown-skinned girl
under the white girl when before those positions were lateral. So even though the CFO
was not a VP title it was VP level leadership and reported to the chancellor. And so, at
that time she and I were both interims. She was interim VP of Academic Affairs and via
CSL. And so, when that finalization was done with her umbrella, they moved to me and
all those departments under her were now under me. And so, when I revisited that talk
and just shared the aptitude both her in here. You know there are some things you just
can't argue. I continue to be the only black female at the leadership table and when I
arrived here there were none. I was the first, there has not been any in their history.
Motherhood
Four out of the five participants identified as mothers. For one participant, Toni
Morrison, motherhood was a perceived barrier. When Toni Morrison stepped into the VPSA
role her youngest child was three years old. Eventually, having honed her self-advocacy skills,
Toni Morrison was able to communicate and explain her expectations with her current President
before accepting her position. Toni Morrison shared:
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You have to be very clear on your must-haves and when I became a VP, for the first time,
my youngest was three almost four. And so, I told my boss look, if you want a VP that's
going to be at the desk 50-60 hours a week that's not me because I'm going to go on field
trips, I'm going to go to her performances at school. I want to be able to pick her up every
now and again from school and so she doesn't just know the babysitter. And I was like,
you know what, if I'm not the right person for this job I'm okay. Just like you picked me,
I need to know that I'm picking.
Supervision and Leadership Struggles
The participants all shared challenges with supervision and leadership struggles that they
believe to be directly connected to their identities as Black women. The challenges the
participants spoke to the most as it pertains to their supervision and leadership are having their
legitimacy and decision-making questioned, being ignored, not feeling welcomed, and having
their less prepared White peers receive credit for their work as well as being promoted. As
mentioned in Too Legit to Quit: Questioning My Legitimacy, the participants shared experiences
where their direct reports, peers, and even supervisor questioned their knowledge, expertise, and
experience. For example, Sasha Fierce shared how her colleagues attempted to undermine her
leadership:
The institution, what they've done is they think that advising and counseling solve every
problem on campus, to the point where constantly counseling decided you know what
we're no longer going to do walk-in hours. Because we saw that walk-in hours between
4:30 and 6, over three years only had five people come between 4:30 and 6. Now they
didn’t have many walk-ins but they had students come in who scheduled appointments.
So, the VP of Finance, who is a woman, and the VP of HR, who was a man said we're

68

going to have a meeting and we don't tell her that counseling cannot change their hours.
So, like I said, they have it out for me. They knew our previous president was very weak
and so she depended on those two monsters, the Provost to run the institution, so they're
very power-hungry. But I, we had a meeting about a month ago. And I said to them in
this meeting. I said, I'm trying to figure out why the VP of Finance and the VP of HR are
trying to tell constantly who reports to Student Services, what their hours can be? That
threw them for a loop, Danielle because previously people would have never asked them
those questions. But I said to myself if I were a man, a white male, would they have come
in and tried to tell my team, what their hours should be? I went to the meeting and I
came back and I said, I don't come to any of your staff meetings, none of your division
meetings, and say y ‘all need to do this. Now if I feel like some changes need to be made,
I'm coming directly to you, but you didn't invite my staff so that you could demean me in
front of my staff. So, it is because I am a black woman, and they think that they can get
away with it.
Another dilemma a participant shared was the idea that you are supposed to be at the
table, allegedly invited and having the positionality to be there, but still not having an invitation
extended. For example, Nina Simone shared that sometimes she is forgotten about, or maybe
even ignored. Nina Simone shared:
I will say that some of the other barriers were just the mere fact of not being at the table
or, you know, being like an afterthought. And, yeah, feeling like an afterthought is the
best word I can think of.
Another example shared by Kem was having her supervisor double-check and question
her decision-making skills. Kem shared:
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I'm in a role with the authority to make the decision, but someone I report to questions maybe the
rationale. Does that make sense? And maybe doesn't take the decision-making power away, but
is not necessarily supportive of your feedback or methodology rationale for why you might be
doing something that way you're doing it.
Feeling Unappreciated
Some of the participants expressed a lack of acknowledgment and appreciation for what
they bring to their position that is reflected in the pay equity and having to watch their less
prepared, experienced, and credentialed White counterparts be rewarded in pay and title all while
leading failing programs/initiatives. Kem highlighted how pay inequities have impacted her:
If they're doing what the job calls for and they're doing it will pay them what they're
worth, but don't underpay me to pay them with their worth. Does that make sense? And
so that's what I found. And so even though my trajectory has been very fast. Even though
I think I've had some very good mentors or leaders in place to let me be autonomous and
thrive and really impact the atmosphere of my departments and my people, the inequity
of course, like many places, has been in pay. So, you're willing to give a title, but you're
not always willing to match that money, and you may use, you know, the lack of a
terminal degree for the reason you may use budget constraints or enrollment, but you find
the money for what you want to find the money for and how many times is that for
Caucasian versus brown skin people? What percentage are we looking at when we started
thinking about that?
Additionally, Kem shared how her identity as an Black woman affected how she was
compensated even though she was just as credentialed and experienced as her White
counterparts. When asked what she thought the greatest barriers to being paid fairly was, Kem
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shared, “If I had to choose one, I would say color because if I were White my performance and
competency level would ensure that I was making the dollars that I wanted.” Lack of supervisor
support can also add to feelings of being unappreciated, but also taken advantage of. Sasha
Fierce shared her experience:
He was an Associate Dean when I worked at another college, then he left that college and
went to another one, and then he brought me over, but he wasn't a champion for me, in
the sense that all these other people were moving up getting title changes because you
know higher education, it didn't have any money, but they will give you a title change.
He was not advocating for me to get a title change, and he knew the vast amount of work
that I did before. I made him look good. Oh, and, and I needed him to be a champion, and
he would not have my back. The way that I would have his back.
What’s the 411: Advice and Strategies on Surviving Senior Leadership
All participants were asked to share strategies they deploy to be successful and to share
advice for aspiring Black women who are aspiring to the VPSA role at a community college.
One of the barriers the participants shared throughout the research was the lack of mentors and
other resources for guidance. This section hopes to serve as a guide for Black women who may
be aspiring to the role of VPSAs at community college and as a guide for community colleges to
implement support for Black future and current administrators.
Be Your Own Advocate
All the participants shared how important it is to be an advocate for yourself, but also
how important it is to advocate for those under your leadership. Advocacy was identified as a top
intrapersonal and leadership skill by the participants.
Kem shared:
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Definitely, advocacy. Um, you have got to develop the ability to advocate for yourself
whether it's salary or position title. Um, and so I think as Black women, you have to be
able to have those crucial conversations to advocate for yourself whether you're
advocating for position you want or salary or position you need in an area to support the
mission, have to be able to advocate. You have to be able to advocate. So, I probably say
as a strategy that for sure.
Be Visible
One of the barriers that come with being an Black woman administrator is hypervisibility.
All the participants shared how important is to be viewed as competent and capable to combat
against the scrutiny and double-checking they experience as Black women administrators. A
strategy and advice shared was to be visible and know a little about a lot of areas. Nina Simone
stated:
If you're not at the table, you're not at the table. And I remember, because you know
sometimes you are just like I don't like them, I don’t want to be bothered, and I'm just
gonna do my job, and I'm gonna do it well, but I don't you know I try and do all that extra
smiling, you know. Then she was like, but you know when you're not at the table, you're
not there, and I said you know what that is true. So, all those conversations and although
sidebar things I was missing out on initially because I was just like, I'll do my job, I'm
going to cut out, y ‘all hang out if I want to, but then what I found is I needed to be
present to know what was going on.
Being able to speak to and have experiences in many areas gave Sasha Fierce visibility, but also
increased her knowledge and expertise. Sasha Fierce shared:
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I continue to look for ways to expand my knowledge. So, I would go to financial aid
certification training, so that I knew how to navigate the financial aid world. I would go
and live in Academic Affairs. I did not live in student affairs, but I would visit and do
Student Affairs type conferences on how to students develop, you know.
Develop Others
Most of the participants shared the effect the lack of mentors, sponsors, and other
guidance has had on their careers. In response, it is important to the participants that they are
developing others along their journey. Mentoring, whether in an official or unofficial capacity,
was at top of mind for the participants.
Nina Simone shared:
And I started putting out leaders on the campus that would either want to go on to other
areas, or really people were snatching my people, like they would be trained, maybe like
oh, you should come to this department. It got to a point where I was like yeah y ‘all want
to be funny but yeah, I'm trying to you know I'm developing leaders and that's what it's
about, you know, so my goal is to educate and empower people to move forward, because
I knew that was what I am missing out on you know. I kind of missed it on my journey
because I didn't have anyone saying hey you know whether they look like me or not but
especially if someone looks like me, I'm all in on like hey this is how you do this, like
you need to be there.
Another part of developing others is also about creating buy-in and allowing others to see
the role they play in the overall vision.
Kem stated:

73

Yeah, and then probably you know as a final what I'm going to say, my trigger word,
which I'm on it in 2021 is synergy. You have to create it. And so, one strategy is creating
synergy or by you, with your direct reports, because when you can enlarge your
influence.
Find Allies
The participants were clear on the fact that no one goes at leadership alone. To the point,
it is important to nurture and develop relationships and have trusted allies. Allies can advocate
and speak for your interest when you are not in the room.
Eve stated:
You have to have allies in the room. There are ways in which I know that I say, here's
what I think we need to do or here are my thoughts. And there are times where I have a
had my ally in the room where I'll have to send a text and like can you just say that again.
And then once he says it, right, like, like, oh yeah, that's a great idea, right, still happens
right it's even at the table. There are certain ways or certain phrases in which people can't
hear you. Or, you know, choose not to. And so, I think those are sort of barriers that
through the years, keeps you from achieving that until you find the right set of allies who
can elevate your voice in ways and amplify the things that you're saying, and give you
credit for the things that you're that they're amplifying.
Also, allies do not have to always be in your division or department. Allies can be trusted
professionals from any division or department. Nina Simone shared:
And then I do think you have to find you an ally. I always tell my team to find you an
ally. Because I mean I think it's important to have somebody on the other side to speak on
your behalf.
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Know Your Why and Remain Consistent
The participants all shared how important it is to remain persistent and remember why
you are on this journey. All participants shared moments and experiences that could have
allowed them to quit, but they remember their “why”. For all of them, it was students.
Everything circled backed to students.
Kem stated:
My intrinsic feel good is the students, and that one-to-one interaction with them, be it
advising and coaching and mentoring, or you know chastising because you know I got to
cheerlead you and hold you accountable. That face to face that was mine. That continues
to be my intrinsic feel good.
Even as you advance up the ranks, it is important to keep students at the heart of your
work and mission.
Eve shared:
Your focus has to be on students, right, what are we doing to better the lives of students.
Period. Understanding what students need understanding how to, how to understand
right. So, that the growth piece is like my focus is on students, and people. Yeah, but as a
vice president you focus on students, and you can be a big bundle of love for your
students.
Summary
Findings related to the four research questions are consistent with what the current
literature support. Black women VPSAs at community colleges are the under the same
microscope as Black women administrators across all institution-types. However, second to
HBCUs, community colleges have the largest concentration of Black women administrators
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which calls for special attention for the responsibility to recruit and retain those professionals.
Black women VPSAs at community colleges experience racism, sexism, ageism, scrutiny of
their work and decisions, and many more barriers. Community colleges have the responsibility to
ensure that the work environment is supportive, and that cultural competence is the expectation
to not only help build a thriving and inclusive work environment but an environment that
students can also thrive and benefit from. Therefore, these findings can be utilized to address
systematic issues that hinder the rise and success of Black women VPSAs at community
colleges.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
The narratives of the participants in this study have offered profound considerations and
implications for community college leadership to improve the overall experience for Black
women VPSAs. The overall purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding as it related
to perceptions of barriers and challenges that Black women who fill the role of Vice President of
Student Affairs at community colleges. Included in the study was to identify strategies that they
deploy to navigate in the role of an executive-level leader. From their narratives, I identified
various barriers, challenges, and persistence strategies used by these Black VPSAs that they
utilize to help them remain successful.
All five participants identify as Black women who are currently serving in the role of
Vice President for Student Affairs at a community college. All participants were recruited by
using the snowballing sampling technique. Semi-structured interview with open-ended questions
was selected because it best supported the qualitative research design and provided an
opportunity for to gleam rich narratives (Maxwell, 2012). The following research questions
guided this study:
1. How do Black women VPSAs describe their professional journey to senior leadership?
2. What barriers do Black women VPSAs encounter during their rise to senior leadership?
3. What strategies do Black women VPSAs deploy to remain persistent as they ascended to
senior leadership?
4. What advice would Black women VPSAs give to other Black women aspiring VPSAs at
the community college level?
This chapter is organized as follows. First, a brief overview of the study is presented, and
this is followed by a precise statement of the problem. Next, the discussion centers on the
emerging themes.
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Study Overview
This research study was an exploration of the barriers and challenges five Black women
Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges are currently experiencing. Collins’
(2000) Black Feminist Thought (BFT) and Critical Race Theory (CRT) served as the theoretical
framework to help in the understanding of the experiences of Black women in higher education
administrators have while navigating dueling identities such as race, gender, and class.
Statement of Problem
This study was designed to address two gaps in the literature. Those gaps are Black
women VPSAs and their experiences serving at community colleges. Black women are under
researched and most literature focuses on those who serve as faculty. Additionally, community
colleges are also under researched and often overlooked. Despite the efforts made in higher
education to promote diversity in the ranks of administration, faculty, and staff the pathway to
the Vice President for Student Affairs role at community colleges remains elusive. Black
administrators are still the hardest population of professionals to recruit, promote, and retain
(Guillory, 2001; Owen, 2004). The College and University Professional Association-Human
Resources Administrators in Higher Education Annual Report (2020) indicates that women are
better represented in lower-level, lower-paying administrative positions than in top executive
positions, and racial/ethnic minorities account for most lower-level administrative jobs.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2021) for the 2018-2019 academic
year, Black female students accounted for 668,690 of the total population of community college
students, which is only 8.15%.
There is limited literature focusing on the experiences of Black women serving at
community colleges in the Vice President of Student Affairs role and the strategies deployed to
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be remain successful. Therefore, this research study aimed to explore the barriers and
challenges, but also intended to share strategies for success and advice for future Black women
who may be aspiring to the role of Vice President for Student Affairs.
Black women have been an integral part of leading and developing higher education.
From Lucy Diggs Slowe to Dr. Ruth J. Simmons, Black women have had a heavy handy in
shaping higher education. Current research around Black women primarily centers recruitment
and retention efforts (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). However, there is limited research on the issues
and challenges that prevent Black women from being successful and research is even more
scarce when you disaggregate that literature based on institution-type.
Because of the limited literature on the experiences of Black women administrators at
community colleges, there is little to note on the barriers, challenges, and pathways to leadership.
The intersect of race and gender, create a unique experience for Black women that consists of
experiences that promote tokenism, racism, sexism, and much more (Carroll, 2000; Collins,
1991; Mosley, 1989). Additionally, because there are so few Black women in the executive
leadership roles at community colleges, the opportunities aspiring Black women have to be
mentored are few and far between. In order for aspiring Black women to have an opportunity for
leadership, community colleges must create environment where Black women receive support
and respect.
Becks-Moody (2004) wrote that “higher education has the responsibility to foster an academic
climate that is conducive to Black women administrators” (p. 4). Moreover, the persistence
strategies the participants shared are elevated to counter the challenges and barriers and are a
significant part of this study. Persistence strategies as defined by Wolfe (2010) are “the methods
an individual takes in order to maintain or promote their current status within an atmosphere of
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good competition” (p.20). As a result of sharing persistence strategies and advice, the path to
leadership could be made straight, not just for Black women, but other marginalized groups as
well. The narratives shared by the Black women in this research study will help community
colleges understand the challenges Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs face in their
role. Lastly, this research study could serve as a framework for supporting Black women
community college administrators and the results can assist in developing strategic plans to aid
with recruitment and retention. Further, each participant shared strategies they deploy to remain
persistent and be successful in their role.
Each participant shared their narrative through semi-structured, open-ended interview
process where they shared their journey to role of Vice President for Student Affairs at a
community college, barriers and challenges, persistence strategies and advice, several themes
emerged. The first research question on describing the journey to the VPSA role produced one
theme, The Journey. The second theme to emerge describes the participants' barriers and
challenges they encounter on their journey to become a VPSA at a community college, as well as
the stereotypes they fight against. The experiences and narratives describe how intersectionality
comes into play and affects the way participants perform minimal tasks like communicating to
their peers and teams. The barriers and challenges theme was coded Because I Am a Black
Woman: Barriers and Stereotypes. This emergent theme is supported by sub-themes and they
are as follows (1) Can’t Be What You Can’t See: Lack of Mentors, (2) Pimpin’ My Ideas: Give
Credit Where Credit Is Due, (3) Lonely at the Top, (4) Too Legit to Quit: Questioning My
Legitimacy (5) The Isms: Racism, Sexism, and Ageism (6) The Angry Black Woman (7) Degree
Envy. The third theme to emerge is coded as Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Defining Who I
Get to Be. The subthemes under this theme are (1) Navigating duality, (2) Maintaining Authentic
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Self, (3) Advocating for self, (4) Code-switching, and (5) Motherhood. The fourth theme to
emerge is Leadership and Supervision Challenges. The fifth and final theme is Feeling
Unappreciated.
Lastly, research participants were asked to share strategies that they utilize to remain
successful and to offer advice to other Black women who are aspiring to become a VPSA one
day at a community college. After analyzing data, the theme was coded as What’s the 411:
Advice and Strategies on Surviving Senior Leadership. The subthemes under this theme are (1)
Be Your Own Advocate, (2) Be Visible, (3) Develop Others, (4) Find Allies, and (5) Know You
Why and Remain Consistent.

Research question 1 asked: How do Black women VPSAs describe their professional journey
to senior leadership?
Participants articulated that their road to the VPSA role at a community college
was not without challenge. The participants articulated the journey was difficult because of the
additional barriers and challenges that cause them to intentionally modify their behavior because
of the looming fear of being labeled as an “Angry Black Woman”. In addition, many of the
challenges they face are a result of them being a Black woman. Each participant was keenly
aware of racism and sexism and the double-bind that this creates for Black women. More than
half of the participants in this study are the only Black woman on the executive cabinet at their
current institution. The participants shared that they struggled to discern if they were
experiencing certain struggles because they were Black or because they also identify as a
woman. Crenshaw defined intersectionality as Black women being “caught at the intersections of
race and gender discrimination and left without an effective remedy” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. ix).
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This distinction is unique from any other group because as the findings support, Black women
are often left not knowing which piece of their identity is being challenged because of their
double-bind status. However, Black Feminist Thought (BFT) postulates that because of a Black
woman’s unique position as the “outsider-within” they can develop distinctive standpoints that
their peers cannot (Collins, 1990, 1998, & 2002). Black women should acknowledge and
leverage this the power they have to critique and criticize the dominant racist, classis, sexist
hegemony as well as to envision and create a counter-hegemony” (hooks, 1984, p. 15).
Additionally, the Black Tax is also participants mentioned that they frequently must
navigate. In some cases, the participants shared that sometimes they could not decipher if the
challenges they were experiencing were happening to them because they were Black or a
woman, but most felt it was because of their race. The findings support the current research as it
relates to how Black women describe their journey to executive leadership. Participants utilized
words like “lonely and isolating”. The experience of the being the “only and lonely” can result
in feelings of isolation, lack of support, and hypervisibility (Bright, 2010; Sobers, 2014).
In closing, the journey the to the VPSA for the participants was not without struggle. It is
evident in the findings and the literature that Black women have additional hurdles to jump
whether it be due to race or gender. These hurdles, make it difficult to ascend to leadership and
once they are in leadership roles it creates additional obstacles.
Research question 2 asked: What barriers do Black women VPSAs encounter during their
rise to senior leadership?
Participants revealed that one of their challenges are having their legitimacy and/or
decision-making questioned by their peers and direct reports. The participants were not assigned
competence by their peers and felt as if they had to work harder than their White counterparts to
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prove they belonged in the room. The belief that Black women are inadequate, lack credibility or
competence is an attack on their leadership capabilities (Rosette et al., 2016). Again, participants
shared not always being able to decipher if the questioning, undermining, and double-checking
of their work by their peers, direct reports, and supervisors happened to them because they are
Black or because they are a woman. This is outlined in Critical Race Theory denoting that Black
women are constantly navigating this crossroad of gender or race (Crenshaw, 1989, p. ix).
Secondly, all the participants noted having a mentor or someone to serve as a guide,
could have made their journey a little easier. One of the struggles with being the “only and
lonely” is that there are no other Black women to possible seek mentoring opportunities (Mosley,
1980; Wolfman, 1997). Connecting to other Black professionals proves essential for the overall
well-being and success for Black professionals (Collins, 2002; Hinton, 2012; Jones & Dufor,
2012). However, although most of the participants spoke of the personal struggles, they had with
identifying a mentor, they all shared how they actively mentor other women because of their own
experience to help them chart their own course and avoid pitfalls. In addition to a mentor, the
participants all understood the importance of having an ally at their current institution that could
help raise issues and support them in their absence.
Third, the participants noted the experience at the executive-level of leadership is
isolating and lonely. Isolation and loneliness stemming from being “one of one” also proved as a
challenge. The participants did not have peers who identified as them and often took refuge in
Sister Circles outside of their organization for support and understanding. This would be defined
as positional isolation. A study by Kuk and Banning’s (2016) revealed that many VPSAs do not
have friends, peers, or confidants in their divisions. This further feeds into feelings of isolation
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and loneliness not only at the executive cabinet level, but within their area of responsibility as
well.
Another challenge as identified by the participants was that they were not always given
credit for their work and that credit was given to their White counterparts. As a result,
participants shared that they would do things like watermark their work and became leery of who
to share ideas with.
Even though the participants were aware of the uphill battle they face, they were also
aware that they needed to have a heightened sense of awareness on how they communicate,
participate, and react. Participants knew they would be labeled as an “Angry Black Woman” if
they were not paying attention to things like their tone in both written and verbal communication,
they could forever wear the stain of being called difficult, unapproachable, or hard to work with.
This labeling could further feed into the feelings of isolation and loneliness that many of the
participants described feeling. In alignment with CRT, this finding also left the participants
feeling confused and trying to determined if they were being labeled because of their gender of
because of their race.
Most of the participants shared stories and experiences with racism, sexism, and ageism
and sometimes struggled to identify which of three was the cause of their mistreatment or
disrespect. One participant shared that being too ambitious also proved to be a problem and
noticed how her supervisor, a Black man, treated her differently once she shared she would be
pursuing her doctorate. Matias, et al., 2019 wrote about the “plantation politics” this has created
amongst Black people. It generates fear and anxiety and promotes the idea that there can only be
on Black person leading or excelling at a time. The women also expressed concerns of how to
successfully navigate an environment that was not created for them to thrive and how the
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exhaustion of duality and code switching can sometimes be too much to bear. This also creates
significant challenges because it results in feeling as if you cannot be your authentic self.
Furthermore, to add to the balancing act the participants described, they also noted how
imperative it was to have a personal life and ensure your supervisor understands your
responsibility to your children and spouse.
Leadership and supervision challenges were also a constant battle for the participants.
Having peers, subordinates, and supervisors question, probe, and overstep created moments of
self-doubt and frustration for the participants. Lastly, feeling unappreciated was a common
challenge and the participants shared that this could take on many forms. The participants
mentioned issues such as an unsupportive supervisor, pay inequity, or being ignored or left out.
In conclusion, the findings from the research are consistent with the current literature. The
findings are also supported through CRT and BFT. Collins’ (1990, 1998, & 2002; hooks, 1984)
through BFT posits that Black women’s “outside-within” status provides an opportunity to give
critical feedback, as the participants have done through this research, because as it pertains to
society and career mobility Black women are on the lowest rung of the ladder. Although this can
be a barrier, Black women can advocate and shed light that on issues and challenges that many of
their peers cannot do from their positions of privilege.
Research question 3 asked: What strategies did Black women VPSAs deploy to
remain persistent as they ascended to senior leadership? And Research question 4 asked:
What advice would Black women VPSAs give to other Black women aspiring VPSAs at the
community college level?
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Participants shared numerous persistence strategies that they utilize to overcome and
navigate the challenges that come with being a Black woman in an executive-leadership role. All
the participants mentioned how important it was to have an ally to help elevate your voice and
concerns and to serve as an advocate for you when you are not in the room. Secondly, the
participants shared that Black women must be their own cheerleader and advocate. The
participants noted that they went after and asked for things they deserved and if the request
wasn’t met, they at least knew where they stood and the possible next steps. Third, participants
shared that as a Black woman who is an aspiring leader, women must be visible and take on
assignments that provide them with additional experiences and skills, but also position them to
be seen as a leader by decision-makers. Fourth, the participants all revealed how imperative it is
to develop others, especially other Black women. Lastly, the participants shared that it is
important that Black women center their work around their “why” and be consistent.
In conclusion, these finding are consistent with the literature. The skills and advice as
shared by the participants supports the essential skills as outlined by Sam, 2020; Dawkins &
McClinton, 2012; Alfred, 2001.

Implications
The findings of this research study suggest several implications. The narratives and
experiences shared by the participants can lead to policy and procedure changes that can make
community colleges more equitable spaces for Black women. First, executive-level leaders are
not absolved from racism, sexism, and ageism. Future research should be done with a larger
population of Black women Vice Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges to help
expand the narratives of women serving in this role, but to also gleam more persistence
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strategies. Although this research has added to the limited body of research in this specific area
of higher education and highlights an under researched demographic of professionals, The
information gathered from having a larger population of women participate could be helpful in
aiding community colleges are creating pathway programs that prepare Black women for the
executive leadership role. With this knowledge, community colleges would be better poised to
recruit and retain Black women.
The findings also support that Black women deploy various persistence strategies to help
them overcome the challenges of being an Black woman in executive-leadership at a community
college. One of the many strategies as shared by the participants is having an ally and mentor.
Community colleges should provide create strategic programs initiatives to help foster mentormentee relationships. Community colleges could create employee resource groups, that focus on
creating networks and providing professional development opportunities to help prepare aspiring
leaders.
Recommendations for Community College/Higher Education Leadership
At the completion of this study, the following recommendations being made are:
1. Develop recruiting and hiring techniques that are equitable. Community colleges
should take a close look at where they search for candidates and what Black women
experience in the job interview process for their institution. For example, community
colleges who are looking to hire Black women should post jobs and recruit from places
where Black women are. Job boards that focus on diverse candidates and college
personnel/higher education graduate programs at HBCUs would be an optimal place to
start. Secondly, community colleges should reframe and reimage the interview process to
yield better results. For example, Human Resources departments could remove an
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information that could give way to a candidate’s race or gender from resumes and
applications before handing them over the search committee. Thirdly, community
colleges could mandate that anyone serving on a search committee complete diversity
and equity training.
2. Create a leadership/cultural exchange with leadership at HBCUs. This study focused
on highlighting the experiences of Black women VPSAs and who have learned to
navigate predominantly White institutions and structures. An experiential learning
opportunity for non- Black executive leaders would provide an opportunity for those who
normally in the majority have a glimpse at what it feels like to be minority and the
challenges that come with that. HBCUs would be a great place for learning exchange to
occur based on the racial make-up of leadership.
3. Create a pathways program for Black women who are interested in executive
leadership. Community colleges should create a program that would allow for aspiring
Black women leaders to sharpen their skills, shadow administrators, and connect with a
mentor. A successful pathway program encourages and hold community colleges
accountable to “grow their own” talent. The pathways program could provide
opportunities to enhance essential skills and network with other Black women who are
also aspiring executive leaders.
4. Establish an institutional culture that promotes diversity, equity, and inclusion.
Community colleges should start to address systematic racism and sexism would be
through challenging and updating policies and procedures that are counterproductive to
promoting equity. An example of this could be through hiring and promotion practices.
Additionally, community colleges should establish annual diversity, equity, and inclusion
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training and host professional development opportunities throughout the year. Often,
diversity trainings are deemed mandatory after an incident and seen as reactive instead of
proactive. Community colleges should have diversity and equity goals that focus on
leveling the playing field and giving space to marginalized and minoritized voices.
5. Create a culture that promotes professional growth and development. Community
colleges should be intentional about ensuring that staff have opportunities to be
continuous learners and connect and engage with mentors and sponsors. Professional
development should be added to the annual performance review process and be
incentivized for those who make it a priority.
6. Add diversity, equity, and inclusion to performance reviews. Faculty, staff, and
administrators at community colleges should have diversity, equity, and inclusion goals
embedded in their annual performance review. This would aid in ensuring that creating a
safe environment for everyone remains high on the agenda. Faculty, staff, and
administrators would be held accountable for diversity, equity, and inclusion goals.
7. If a community college is apart of a system, the system office should place diversity,
equity, and inclusion goals on Presidents/Chancellors that would hold them
accountable for the racial and gender-make up of their cabinets. Without
accountability, some Presidents/Chancellors would never question the lack of diversity
on their executive cabinet members. Goals could be set by System Office to ensure that
executive leadership was diverse.
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Recommendations for Future Research
Semi-structured, open-ended interview questions guided this study to help explore the
challenges and barriers Black women VPSAs at community colleges face on their journey to
executive leadership and strategies they deploy to remain successful and the advice they would
give to other Black women who are aspiring VPSAs at a community college. Upon completion
of this study, the following recommendations for future research are:
1. Continue to explore the barrier and challenges Black women VPSAs at community
colleges face
2. Continue to explore the strategies deployed by Black women VPSAs at community
colleges
3. Continue to use the lens of Black Feminist Thought and Critical Race Theory to
identify systematic barriers to the success of Black women administrators at
community college
4. Explore the experiences of Black men VPSAs at community colleges
5. Utilize a mixed-methods approach to see if there is an effect on the strategies Black
women VPSAs at community colleges deploy
6. Conduct a comparison study between Black women VPSAs at community colleges
and those serving at public four-year institutions
7. Conduct a comparison study between Black women VPSAs at community colleges
with a mentor and/or sponsor against those who do not have a mentor and/or sponsor
8. Conduct a comparison of minority-women focused “grow your own” programs that
may exist at other community colleges
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Conclusion
The purpose of this study is to understand and add to the research on Black women Vice
Presidents of Student Affairs at community colleges and the barriers and challenges they face
and the strategies they deploy to navigate executive-level leadership. I identified various barriers,
challenges, and persistence strategies used by these Black VPSAs that they utilize to help them
remain successful. All the participants identified as Black women who were serving in the role as
Vice President of Student Affairs at their respective college. I interviewed 5 participants by
conducting in-depth interviews via Zoom. The data developed into hours of narratives from
Black women and their experiences as the VPSA at a community college. The findings of the
study highlighted the barriers, challenges, and persistence strategies as identified by the
participants, I utilized Collins’ (2000) Black Feminist Thought and Critical Race Theory as
theoretical frameworks to capture the experiences of the participants. The participants in the
study presented many persistence strategies as they managed executive leadership as an Black
woman. The strategies identified by the women were to be your own advocate, be visible,
develop others, find allies, and know your why and remain consistent.
In conclusion, it is important to note that although the journey Black women leaders has
not been free of challenges, it has certainly not been all negativity and hardship. Black women in
higher education have been able to be change makers in higher education. The findings in this
study can be utilized to create systematic change in policy and practice at community colleges
and can be expanded to other institution types. The findings can help create environments where
Black women can be successful, have access to resources, and flourish under the same
circumstances as their White peers.
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Appendix A:
Recruitment Email to Participants
Good evening,
My name is Danielle Sims Brooks and I am a Ed.D. candidate in the Postsecondary Leadership
program at Western Kentucky University. My dissertation research is titled Black Women Vice
Presidents of Student Affairs at Community Colleges Leadership Pathways and Barriers. My
research will involve interviewing Black/Black women who currently serve as Vice Presidents of
Student Affairs at a community college or those who have served in this role within the last five
years.
You have been identified as someone who holds those identities and title. If you do not identify
as Black and/or Black and woman, please accept my apologies.
I am reaching out to see if you be willing to participate in my research. Please see the attachment
for more details and feel free to share it in networks. If you are interested and willing to
participate, please respond to this email informing me of your interest and availability. More
information will be forthcoming if you chose to accept the invitation. I would certainly
appreciate it. Here is an overview of the Procedure and Data Collection:
Procedure and Data Collection
Interviews will be semi-structured, open-ended questions about your pathway to the Vice
President for Student Affairs role at a community college and any barriers and challenges that
you experienced or may still be experiencing. Additionally, participants will be asking to give
advice to Black/Black women who are aspiring to the Vice President for Student Affairs role at a
community college. Interviews will be conducted via Microsoft Teams and before the interview
you will be asked to answer a demographic questionnaire as well as submit your full resume.
This will help me identify common work experiences and educational backgrounds. You will
also receive a signed copy of the Informed Consent form, which will provide specifics about this
study. You will be made aware that participation in my research is voluntary and you can
withdraw from the study at any point.
If you have any additional questions, please feel free to contact me at 901-228-0175 or
daniellesimsbrooks@outlook.com
Best,
Danielle Sims Brooks
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Appendix B:
Demographic Sheet
Please complete the demographic sheet and return it to daniellesimsbrooks@outlook.com
1. What is your age range?
a. 18-25
b. 25-30
c. 30-35
d. 35-40
e. 40 or older
2. What is your highest level of degree-attainment?
a. Bachelor’s degree
b. Master’s degree
c. Ed.D. or Ph.D. or another terminal degree
3. If you have a terminal degree, did you obtain it before becoming a VPSA or after?
a. Yes, before it obtained the position.
b. No, I started my terminal degree studies after obtaining the position.
c. No, after obtaining the position but I was already enrolled in a terminal degree
program.
4. Are you the only Black/Black woman that reports to your President or Chancellor?
a. Yes, I am.
b. No, I am not.
5. What is your marital status?
a. Single
b. Married
c. Divorced
d. Widowed
6. Do you have children?
a. Yes, I have children.
b. No, I do not have children.
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Appendix C:
Western Kentucky University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) Consent Form
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Appendix D
Email to Participants Requesting Review of Transcripts

Dear [Insert Participant’s Name here],
Thanks so much for participating in my dissertation research entitled Black Women Vice
Presidents of Student Affairs at Community Colleges Leadership Pathways and Barriers. I tryuly
enjoyed connecting with you and I appreciate your ability to be candidate and transparent to aid
in the continuation and fight for equity for Black women.
Per our conversation, attached you will find the transcript from your interview with me.
As a reminder, all identifiable information will be redacted, and you chose a pseudonym to
conceal your identity. Please let me know if you see a need to clarify any statements as they
appear in your transcript.

Best,
Danielle Sims Brooks
daniellesimsbrooks@outlook.com | 901-228-0175
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Appendix E
Interview Question Guide
Background
1. Share your professional and educational journey to the VPSA role at your current
institution.
Describing the Journey
1. How would Black women VPSAs describe their professional journey to senior
leadership?
Barriers
1. What barriers did Black women VPSAs encounter during their rise to senior leadership?
Strategies
1. What strategies did Black women VPSAs deploy to remain persistent as they ascended to
senior leadership?
Advice
1. What advice would Black women VPSAs give to other Black women aspiring VPSAs at
the community college level?
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Appendix F
Audit Trial
The researcher utilized an audit trail to reflect and document the dissertation process.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of five Black women
VPSAs at community colleges. The research produced the barriers and challenges Black women
VPSAs at community colleges face, strategies they deploy to remain successful, and advice they
would give to aspiring Black women VPSAs at community colleges.
Spring 2018
 At the advice of other Black women who have successfully completed doctoral programs,
I narrowed down and selected my topic the semester I started the doctoral program. I
knew my topic would involve Black women in student affairs leadership or Black women
who are Presidents/Chancellors. I also know I wanted to highlight their experiences,
barriers and challenges, and pathways to their leadership roles. I was also advised to
tailor my assignments around my topic as often as I could.
Summer 2018
 The Commonwealth of Kentucky eliminated the tuition waiver program. I sat out a
semester due to finances.
Fall 2018
 My employer decided and committed to covering my tuition until the Commonwealth of
Kentucky had a resolution for the tuition waiver program.
 I enrolled in Research Methods for Education Leaders and decided that I wanted to do a
qualitative study.
 Started to look at qualitative dissertations on ProQuest that focused on Black women in
higher education and noticed that most were geared toward faculty or focused on the
experiences of Black women at four-year institutions.
 I got married in November 2018.

Spring 2019
 Leadership Theories and Ethics course helped me identify some Black Feminist Thought
and Critical Race Theory.
Summer 2019
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Started to research historical figures to identify Black women who have made an impact
in higher education, but specifically student affairs. Most of findings center Lucy Diggs
Slowe.

Fall 2019
 I was enrolled in Issues in Higher Education and wrote a paper and presented it on the
experiences of Black women administrators in higher education. This paper and
presentation would be become the basis for Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 for my dissertation.
Spring 2020
 I found out we were expecting a baby that would be due in November 2020.
 COVID-19 Pandemic hit and racial unrest was happening all over the country, but
especially in Louisville.
 I decided I would focus my dissertation topic on Black women VPSAs at community
colleges because that’s where I could see the biggest gap in current research.
 5/29/2020 I emailed Dr. Monica Burke asking to set-up a meeting to discuss the
possibility of becoming my dissertation chair.
 6/3/2020 met with Dr. Burke and she agreed to serve as my chair. I shared that I would
like Dr. Lester Archer and Dr. Patience Bryant to be committee members.
 6/8/2020 Dr. Lester Archer confirmed he would serve as my methodologist on my
committee.
 6/9/2020 Dr. Patience Bryant agreed to serve on my committee.
Summer 2020
 Completed my internship with Dr. Natalie Gibson at Kentucky Community and
Technical College. I developed a pathway program for Black women who were interested
in executive-leadership.
 Ultimately, developing this program rationalize helped contribute to Chapter 2 of my
dissertation.
Fall 2020
 I took comprehensive exams in October 2020
 I gave birth November 3, 2020.
Spring 2021
 Original IRB approval received on 1/10/2021
 Started writing Chapters 1-3
Summer 2021
 Continued writing Chapters 1-3
Fall 2021
 1/13/2021 Submitted Chapter 1 for review to Dr. Burke
 2/11/2021 Received feedback from Dr. Burke on Chapter 1
 3/1/2021 sent an outline of Chapter 2 to Dr. Burke for feedback
 4/27/2021 meet with Dr. Burke to discuss Chapter 2
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6/7/2021 sent draft of Chapter 2 to Dr. Burke
10/7/2021 sent draft of Chapter 3 to Dr. Archer
10/12/2021 received feedback on Chapter 3 from Dr. Archer
10/22/2021 received notification I needed to extend my IRB approval was expiring
10/26/2021 got feedback on Chapter 2 from Dr. Burke
11/05/2021 IRB approval was extended until 5/1/2022
11/2/2021 Sent Chapters 1-3 to entire commute and Doodle link to set up defense
11/15/2021 Defended prospectus
11/19/2021 sent out first email to requesting participation from women who met the
requirements and made a social media post
11/20/2021 went on LinkedIn to look for women who met the participation criteria
11/20/2021 shared in higher education networks
11/22/2021 interviewed first participant
11/23/2021 interviewed second participant
12/14/2021 interviewed third participant
12/15/2021 interviewed fourth participant
12/23/2021 interviewed fifth participants
12/27/2021 started analyzing the data
December 2021 started a new position and relocated

Spring 2022
 Continued analyzing the data
 2/13/2022 sent draft of Chapters 4-5 to Dr. Burke
 2/18/2022 met with Dr. Burke to discuss tentative dissertation date
 2/20/22 sent entire dissertation to professional editor
 2/25/2022 received dissertation back
 2/27/2022 sent professionally edited dissertation to Dr. Monica Burke
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Appendix G
Codebook

Codes
Priori Codes
Professional Experience
Challenges/Barriers
Journey
Intersectionality
Persistence Strategies
Advice
Emergent Codes
The Journey
Because I Am a Black Woman: Barriers
and Stereotypes

Between a Rock and a Hard Place:
Defining Who I Get to Be

What’s the 411: Advice and Strategies on
Surviving Senior Leadership

Definitions of Codes
Experiences that have helped prepare the
administrator for current leadership role.
Anything that is deemed by the participant as
a hinderance to their success or requires
significant attention to navigate
Timeline of professional experiences
The interconnected nature of race and gender
and impact it has on persons experience the
world.
Methods deployed by the participants to help
them navigate leadership from the lens of a
Black woman
Guidance or recommendations as prescribed
by the participants as essential to know or do
to be successful
Definition of Codes
Description of journey to executive leadership
Description includes lack of Mentors, not
being acknowledged or given credit for ideas,
isolation and loneliness, others questioning
Legitimacy and abilities, racism, sexism, and
ageism, stereotypes/The Angry Black Woman
others being envious of terminal degrees and
aspirations.
Description includes navigating racism and
sexism (duality), ability to be true to yourself,
advocating for self, code-switching, and
balancing motherhood, supervision and
leadership challenges, feeling unappreciated.
Description includes advice and strategies on
how to advocate for yourself, the importance
of visibility, responsibility of developing
others, how to identify allies, and know your
why and remaining persistent.
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